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ABSTRACT
This thesis examines, from a Foucauldian perspective, the complex ways fourteen
young women managed their subject positions and subjectivities in relation to health
and physical activity discourses. It also explores how the young women’s different
school

contexts

impacted

on

this

process.

Foucauldian,

post-structural

conceptualisations of the self, as constituted through power/knowledge relations,
and, in particular, Foucault’s analytics of the ‘technologies of the self,’ provided a
useful tool for examining the complex ways the young women were ‘actively’
involved in their own self-formation.
Epidemiological research, and other physical activity participation literature,
predominately characterise young women’s physical activity participation in terms
of individual choice and in terms of their ‘lack’ of participation. This thesis attempts
to challenge these characterisations by developing an understanding of the
discursive and material resources available for the young women to construct the
place and meaning of health and physical activity in their lives. A particular focus is
placed on examining the influence of the young women’s school contexts on this
process. This thesis also extends critical health and physical activity literature by
providing an understanding of the complex ways young women are involved in their
self-constitution, and an understanding of the complex ways different young women
engage with particular discursive regimes of health, physical activity, and
femininity.
The study reported in this thesis primarily draws on semi-structured interviews
collected as a part of a longitudinal, qualitative research project. The fourteen young
women were involved in the study for two years, during which they participated in
approximately eight to ten interviews. The young women were initially recruited
through two different schools, Bloomsbury Girls’ Private School: a prestigious,
religious, girls’ school located in the metropolitan area of an Australian city, and
Sunnydale High School: a co-education, government school, located in the outer
suburbs of the same Australian city. An analysis of the schools’ websites and their
physical and health education and school sport policies was conducted to gain an
iv

understanding of the discursive and material resources made available to the young
women through their schooling.
An analysis of the young women’s interviews indicated that their meanings of health
and physical activity were regulated by the intersections of dominant health,
physical activity, and femininity discourses. These discourses were informative of
the ways the young women engaged with their bodies and selves, and emphasised an
engagement with the self based on self-monitoring and self-altering practices in
relation to a normalised, ‘slim,’ ‘toned,’ ‘healthy’ body. In terms of the young
women’s physical activity participation, traditional notions of femininity shaped and
influenced the young women’s ‘choices’ to participate in particular physical
activities and their embodied engagements in physical activity participation.
Whilst dominant notions of femininity, health, and physical activity provided a
pervasive resource on which the young women drew to constitute their
subjectivities, there was diversity in the ways they engaged with these discourses.
The specificity of the young women’s lives, and their own engagement with the
discourses, influenced how health and femininity discourses were manifested in
their daily lives and constitution of selves. Finally, the results of this study
highlighted the ways the young women’s schools made available a particular set of
cultural resources around health and physical activity, which were implicated in the
production of particular gendered and classed subjectivities. The schools thus made
available particular meanings of health and physical activity that had constitutive
effects, and in particular, provided possibilities for the young women to think about
their health and physical activity participation, and to regulate their lives and futures
in gender and class specific ways. This study thus points to the need for physical and
health educators to recognise, and reflect on, how they are implicated in reproducing
both classed and gendered subjectivities, and dominant health, physical activity, and
femininity discourses. Both of which hold consequences for shaping the ways young
women (and, it could be argued, young men) think about their bodies, selves,
futures, and importantly, their lives.
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___________________________________________________________________

CHAPTER 1
AN INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

___________________________________________________________________

Introduction
There is a plethora of research, policies and programs concerned with understanding
young women’s physical activity and health. Within this research little emphasis has
been placed on exploring the context, meaning and construction of physical activity
and health in the lives of young women. The focus has been placed, instead, on
understanding young women’s so called ‘problematic’ engagement with physical
activity and on understanding young women’s health in terms of reducing the risks
of the extremes of either obesity or eating disorders. In this context, individualistic
and moralistic imperatives, around physical activity and health, are drawn on to
position young women as lacking and in need of ‘saving.’ These very simplistic
ways of defining young women and their engagement with physical activity and
health are not only rarely challenged but seem to be the predominant discursive
frameworks drawn on by physical and health education syllabus writers and teachers
to determine the health educational needs of young women. In this thesis I seek to
establish new understandings of young women, using a post-structural, feminist
perspective to explore the complex ways young women constitute their
subjectivities in relation to health and physical activity.
Policy makers and physical and health educators seem to draw on a generic set of
discursive resources to characterise young women, and young people in general, as
‘problems’ (Wyn & White, 1997; Kelly, 1999; 2000). They draw on dominant
conceptualisations of ‘youth’ as dangerous, in-danger and as being in need of
4

control, regulation and surveillance. In addition, these notions of ‘youth’ also
characterise young people as poor decision makers and ‘sub-adults.’ The rationale
behind many school based physical and health education syllabi, for example, is to
encourage young people to examine and regulate their lives to become healthy,
‘normal’ adults who make ‘rational’ decisions and avoid ‘risk’ taking behaviour.
From this perspective ‘youth’ is seen as a ‘stage’ of life necessary for the
“preparation of future (real) life – adulthood” (Wyn & White, 1997, p.13).
These dominant notions of ‘youth’ define young people as a homogenous group of
individuals, possessing similar needs, experiences and ‘traits.’ They categorise and
group young people based on their age, resting “on the assumption that the
similarities amongst the age category are more significant than the difference, taking
masculine, middle class experience as the norm” (Wyn & White, 1997, p.13). As a
consequence these notions of ‘youth’ offer little understanding of ‘young people’ as
a diverse group. They ignore the complex and specific ways young people from
different social and cultural locations negotiate their subjectivities and lives.
Furthermore, with the emphasis placed predominantly on young, ‘middle-class’
males as the ‘norm,’ there is an underestimation and lack of recognition of the
diversity of experiences of young women.
The conceptualisation of ‘youth’ as dangerous and at risk has resulted in the
development of particular forms of intervention constructed to regulate young
people and their lives. For Wyn and White (1997), dominant constructions of
‘youth’ work to deny young people rights by “creating frameworks within which
adults can judge some young people as ‘normal’ and others as in need of
intervention” (p.12). Institutionalised interventions into young people’s lives,
through the pastoral rationale of helping or ‘saving’ them, take many forms,
including the physical and health education lesson. The rationale behind many
physical and health education syllabi, for example, is to ‘save’ young people from
drug use, early pregnancy, deviant behaviour and inactivity.
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Young women’s physical activity participation, and as a consequence their health,
are particularly constituted as problematic. This is evident in the range of
epidemiological research articles which focus on young women’s health in terms of
their ‘declining’ participation in physical activity (Armstrong, Balding, Gentle &
Kirby, 1990; Garcia, Notron Broda, Frenn, Coviak, Pender & Ronis, 1995; De
Bourdeaudhuij, Sallis & Vandelanotte, 2002; Ransdell, Oakland & Taylor, 2003).
The main message, taken up in this literature, is that young women do not
participate in the right amount, or the right type, of physical activity. Young women,
and their health and physical activity participation, are understood in terms of
neoliberal and moralistic discourses of health where individuals are accountable for
their own health, which is manifested in a particular body shape and weight. This
sets up a climate of guilt, fear and dissatisfaction with one’s body and health, and a
context in which physical activity is legitimised in terms of a ‘duty’ to participate in,
in order to avoid disease (Fullagar, 2003).
This way of defining young women and their health and physical activity
participation is simplistic and fails to take into account the social and cultural
context in which individuals live. Apart from considering gender as a variable for
understanding levels and rates of participation (Wright, Macdonald & Groom,
2001; Fullagar, 2003), there is little consideration of the specific and complex ways
individuals constitute their subjectivities in ways that are gendered. Dominant
understandings of young women and health do not allow for an exploration of the
types of subjectivities made available to young women to become particular
subjects. In addition, there is no exploration of young women’s complex and
corporeal engagement with physical activity and meanings around health. These
understandings of young women do not examine the effects of contemporary health,
femininity and physical activity discourses on the everyday lives and constitution of
selves. They do not engage any ethical critique of the sets of ‘truths’ and
subjectivities made available. This is a concern, not just for feminist writers on the
body, but also for physical educators who, through their talk and practices,
reproduce moralistic and individualistic health discourses.
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The task of examining the social and cultural contexts in and through which
individuals constitute their engagement with physical activity and construct
meanings of health is critiqued by a number of researchers and feminist writers.
Sport, for example, is examined by both Hargreaves (1992; 1994) and Hall (1996) as
a social institution which reproduces traditional constructions of femininity and
masculinity. Both writers present a feminist critique of sport which highlights the
importance of, firstly, examining the body and materiality in relation to sports
participation and, secondly, examining the ways in which an individual’s
participation in physical activity is influenced by the effects of gendered discourses
and power relations. In addition to the work of Hargreaves (1992; 1994) and Hall
(1996), both Scraton (1992) and Wright (1990; 1991a) examine the physical
education lesson as a site which makes available, and reproduces, traditional
gendered subjectivities and subjects. This literature provides a resource for
understanding the dominant discourses reproduced through sport and the physical
eduction setting, pointing to the ways in which these discourses privilege traditional
gendered subjectivities.
Similarly, an extensive discussion of the dominant constructions of health, currently
operationalised in Western society, is examined by Lupton (1995), Nettleton (1997)
and Davies (1998). This literature highlights the ways in which moralistic and
individualistic health discourses are privileged in Western society. It also
demonstrates the ways in which health discourses intersect with discourses around
risk to create a context of fear and anxiety. In addition to the work of Lupton (1995),
Nettleton (1997) and Davies (1998), others examine the health and physical activity
discourses reproduced in physical activity policies (Fullagar, 2001, 2003), schools
(Evans, Evans & Rich, 2003; Rich, Holroyd & Evans, 2004) and the physical and
health education lesson (Kirk & Colquhoun, 1989; Burns, 1993; Tinning, 1997;
Leahy & Harrison, 2004). These writers point to, and discuss, the ways in which
dominant notions of health, gender, the body and obesity (Gard & Wright, 2001)
reproduce a pervasive set of ‘truths’ on which young women, and young men, draw
to constitute themselves and their sense of self worth.
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The socio-cultural critiques of sport and health provide some understanding of the
‘truths’ made available to young people to constitute their subjectivities. The
critiques also provide a resource for understanding how these ‘truths’ are taken up in
schools and physical and health education settings. What is not provided is some
insight into understanding how young people take up and engage with these
discourses to constitute themselves and govern their lives. Although there has been
some work on young people’s subjectivity construction in relation to physical
activity (Wright et al., 2001; Garrett, 2004) and health (Harrison, 1995; Burrows,
Wright & Jungerson, 2002), little is known about the ways in which young people,
and more specifically young women, manage their subject-positions and
subjectivities in relation to health and physical activity discourses, or how young
women from different school contexts negotiate their subjectivities.
My study explores these gaps by drawing on Foucault’s notion of the ‘technologies
of the self’ (Foucault, 1996a) to examine the ways in which fourteen young women,
recruited from two different schools, constitute their subjectivities in relation to
health and physical activity. In doing so, I seek to provide policy makers and
physical and health educators with an alternative understanding of young women.
The young women were involved in the study for two years, during which they
spoke with me in approximately eight to ten interviews. At the time of their first
interview, the young women were aged between sixteen and seventeen years old. I
continued to interview the young women during their final two years of schooling
and the first year of work or further study.
I recruited the young women from two different schools because I was interested in
exploring the different sets of ‘truths’ made available to them through their
schooling, and how the young women engaged with these sets of ‘truths’ to
constitute their subjectivities. Such an approach to examining schools has been
taken up by Wexler (1992) and McLeod and Yates (See for example, Yates &
McLeod, 1996; McLeod, 2000b). As a part of this thesis, both the school settings
and the physical education and school sport contexts are seen as sites for subjectivity
construction in and through which particular selves, experiences and subjectivities
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are constituted. The schools chosen to recruit the young women from were very
different. One of the schools, Sunnydale High School, was a co-educational
Government school located in the outer suburbs of a major Australian city. The
other school, Bloomsbury Girls’ Private, was an elite, religious, girls’ school located
in the metropolitan area of the same Australian city. To examine the ‘truth’
constructions reproduced by the schools I analysed the schools’ websites, and their
physical and health education and school sport policies and programs. I also
interviewed two physical and health education teachers, from each school, about the
purpose of physical and health education and school sport in the lives of their
students.

The researcher’s position
As a researcher, taking up a post-structural approach, I feel that it is important to
reveal the positionality and epistemological orientations I speak from and bring to
my research. This is especially important given the post-structural underpinnings of
this research which perceives ‘truths’ to be constructed. As argued by Scheurich
(1997) and Maynard (1994), the discursive resources I have drawn on shaped the
questions of the research, the research focus, and the interpretation of the data. My
positionality also influenced the type of data I was able to collect through my
engagement with the young women. In other words, my position as a young woman
influenced what was ‘say-able’ and ‘do-able’ in the interview contexts. It influenced
the ways in which the young women engaged and ‘talked’ with me as a young
woman, and as a researcher located within the field of ‘health and physical activity’
research.
The lens, which I draw on to inform my research, is largely framed within a
feminist, post-structural perspective. This position is not divorceable from my
“social positionality” (Scheurich 1997, p.73) as a young, white, ‘middle-class’
woman. It is also not divorceable from my position as a physical educator who is
concerned with, and critical of, the meanings of health and physical activity
reproduced in physical and health education curricula.
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My reasons for adopting a post-structural, feminist position include its ability to
allow me to examine the effects of contemporary health, femininity and physical
activity discourses which Gard and Wright (2001), Evans et al. (2003) and feminist
writers on the body, describe as ‘dangerous.’ I view these meanings of health and
physical activity to be ‘dangerous’ because they make available particular ways of
engaging with the self and the body which lead to the production of guilt, shame and
constant self-surveillance. The effects of these discourses are ones which I have
experienced and witnessed in my own practices, and engagement with my own
body. To examine the effects of discourse I turned to the work of Michel Foucault.
From my perspective, Foucault’s work allows for an approach which makes visible
the sets of ‘truths’ and taken-for-granted notions in and through which we constitute
our selves as ‘healthy’ subjects.
During my PhD research, the ways in which I have drawn on Foucault’s work, and
consequently the ways in which I conceptualise the self and subjectivity formation,
have shifted. My interest in Foucault’s conceptualisation of the self, ‘truth’ and
power was first influenced by his conceptualisation of disciplinary power and docile
bodies. Such conceptualisations provided a means for examining the dominant
health, physical activity and femininity discourses made available to the young
women to regulate their lives and bodies. This approach has been taken up
extensively by others, such as Bartky (1988) and Bordo (1989), in their examination
of the constitution of women’s bodies in relation to constructions of femininity; and
by Wright (1991a) and Kirk (1998) in their investigation of the reproduction of
gendered subjectivities in the physical and health education curricula and lesson.
As my research progressed, however, Foucault’s notions of disciplinary power and
docile bodies did not allow for an explanation of the young women’s different and
shifting engagement with health, femininity and physical activity discourses. It
seemed that the more I worked with the data and engaged with the texts, the more
the desire to understand the differences between the young women’s talk and their
engagement with health and physical activity discourses surfaced. To do this, I
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turned to Foucault’s later work on the technologies or practices of the self. Using the
notion of the ‘technologies of the self’ allowed for an understanding of the different
ways that the young women managed and negotiated their subject-positions in
relation to discourse. Most importantly, it allowed for an understanding of the young
women as not merely the receptors of or the effects of discourse, but as desiring
subjects involved in their own self-constitution. Unwittingly, it seems that I took up
Lupton’s (1997; 1999) call for physical education and health socio-cultural
researchers to go beyond utilising Foucault’s disciplinary conceptualisation of
power to take up his later work on the ‘technologies of the self.’ For Lupton (1997;
1999), such work allows for an examination of how individuals come to
“voluntarily” participate in their own self-government, and of the ways in which
discourses are “contested … and transformed in the context of everyday experience”
(Lupton, 1997, p.108).

Reading this thesis
The structure of this thesis is predominately organised in a ‘traditional’ format.
Chapter Two discusses the theories of the self drawn on to examine the young
women’s subjectivity constitution. Chapter Three is a method chapter which
discusses the steps implemented in the collection and analysis of the data. Chapters
Four, Five and Six could be ‘traditionally’ labelled ‘results’ chapters. However, at
the beginning of each of these ‘results’ chapters, I discuss a combination of relevant
research and theoretical literature. In other words, I have not organised one
identifiable literature review. I have done this so as to foreground and outline the
context and themes relevant to the topics and issues discussed in each chapter. At
the beginning of Chapter Four, for example, a discussion of the literature related to
femininity and the body precedes the examination of the young women’s
subjectivity constitution in relation to health, femininity and the body. Chapter Five,
on the other hand, explores the young women’s meanings of physical activity. To
foreground this topic, literature on the socio-cultural context of physical activity in
Australia and young women and physical activity is discussed. Finally, with its
focus on schools as a site of subjectivity constitution, the ‘literature review’ at the
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beginning of Chapter Six, explores literature on schooling and the self, and literature
on the historical and current context of school sport and physical and health
education in Australian private and government schools.
I have structured my thesis in a way to foreground, as much as possible, the young
women’s talk about health and physical activity. I have done this so as to keep the
young women and their stories as the main feature of the study. I have also done this
to avoid prescribing ‘causal’ relationships or explanations in relation to the young
women’s subjectivities and their schooling. To keep the young women as the main
focus, I have strategically structured the ‘results’ chapters (Chapters Four, Five and
Six) in a specific order. Both Chapters Four and Five, for example, focus on the
young women’s meanings and talk. It is not until Chapter Six that I turn to the
young women’s schools, discussing them as sites of subjectivity construction.
My thesis is also structured in a way so that the theories of the self and subjectivities
are not isolated to the theory chapter. That is, whilst a discussion of the theories of
the self drawn on to examine the young women’s interview text is taken up in
Chapter Two, my examination and discussion of the self and subjectivity
constitution does not stop there. I have attempted, as much as possible, to
interweave a discussion of the self throughout the entire thesis. This takes up, and
responds to, the focus of my thesis, which is to examine the ways in which young
women, from different school contexts, manage and negotiate their subjectivities in
relation to health, femininity and physical activity discourses.
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___________________________________________________________________

CHAPTER 2
THE SELF AND THE SOCIAL

___________________________________________________________________

Introduction
This thesis is primarily concerned with the ways in which young women constitute
their subjectivities around health and physical activity, or, framed within a
Foucauldian perspective, how young women constitute themselves in power
relations. Here, post-structural notions of the self are assumed, where the self is
viewed as socially, culturally and historically constituted, and is not static, fixed or
complete. Subjectivity constitution is viewed as an ongoing process or project that is
continual and unpredictable. This is distinct from a humanist perspective which
understands individuals as constructing themselves in an autonomous and stable
manner, outside culture (Henriques, Hollway, Urwin, Venn & Walkerdine, 1984).
A Foucauldian approach, which conceptualises subjectivities as a process and as
culturally contingent, allows for an understanding of the self as constituted in power
relations and through daily interactions with others. Whilst this may seem to
promote a discourse deterministic approach (Henriques et al., 1984) to
conceptualising the self, I argue that Foucault’s subsequent notion of the
‘technologies of the self’ allows for a conceptualisation of the self as actively
involved in its own self-formation. It also allows for a consideration of the way
subjects engage with discursive resources to constantly constitute selves and
maintain invested subject positions.
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The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the particular Foucauldian theories of the
self that enabled me to develop strategies for understanding young women’s
subjectivities. To develop theoretical strategies I first posed the question: ‘What is it
I need to know about the self in order to explore the young women’s meanings of
health and physical activity?’ The work of Foucault, post-structural theories of the
self and contemporary discussions around the self as ‘embodied’ enabled me to
answer this question. From this work I established that my concerns lay with
conceptualising the self as:
i)

the effect(s) of power/knowledge relations

ii)

engaged in the processes of self-formation

iii)

embodied.

The self as the effect(s) of power/knowledge relations
(T)he subject itself is the effect of a production, caught in the mutually
constitutive web of social practices, discourses and subjectivity; its reality is
the tissue of social relations. (Henriques et al., 1984, p.117)
The notion of the self as constituted is fundamental to post-structural
conceptualisations of the self. It enables the self to be conceptualised as a process of
construction which takes place in relation to sets of discursive power relations and
‘truths.’ In this way the self is never static or complete. It is, instead, seen as being
the effect of, and contingent on, power and knowledge relations. As discussed
extensively by Foucault in his genealogical work into sexuality (1978; 1984a),
criminality (1977) and madness (1975), processes of self-formation are contingent
on the social and historical contexts in and through which we live and interact.
Foucault’s notions of power as relational and productive, and as operating at the
micro level of everyday practices, are essential to understanding the self as the effect
of power. Two useful sources in which Foucault describes his analytics of power
include The History of Sexuality (Volume 1) (1978) and an essay titled: The Subject
and Power (Foucault, 1982). In these writings Foucault outlines what power is and
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is not. Power, for Foucault, does not involve one group acting on or suppressing
another. It is not possessed by one group and denied from another. Instead, power
“must be understood as the multiplicity of force relations” (Foucault, 1978, p.92)
which are “rooted in the system of social networks” (Foucault, 1982, p.224). In
other words, power is “everywhere” and it functions at the local domain of everyday
interactions with others and with the self. It is through these relations that power
operates to delimit the “fields of possible action” (Foucault 1982, p.224) of others
on individuals or of the self on the self. Power thus guides:
the possibility of action upon the action of others (which is coextensive with
every social relationship), multiple forms of individual disparity, of objectives,
of the given application of power over ourselves, or others, of, in varying
degrees, partial or universal institutionalisation, of more or less deliberate
organization. (Foucault, 1982, p.224)
Viewing power in this way, Foucault is concerned with how power is exercised to
bring about different possibilities for individuals to think, engage and govern
themselves and others - with government defined in a general way as the “modes of
action, more or less considered and calculated, which were destined to act upon the
possibilities of action of other people” (Foucault, 1982, p.221). Power relations,
from this perspective, are inherent in all relationships and take place in the material
practices of everyday life (Henriques et al., 1984). Whilst this is the case, there is no
one form of power relation which operates to the exclusion of others. Instead,
Foucault’s analytics of power focus on the multiple strategies and tactics deployed
in the daily interactions of individuals to guide how we govern ourselves and others.
By no means does this process involve uncovering ‘essential,’ ‘real’ or ‘fixed’
power relations or uncovering a world free from power relations - as this would
imply that there is an ‘outside’ to power. Instead, it involves conceptualising power
relations as multiple, “mobile, reversible and unstable” (Foucault, 1996a, p.441) and
exploring the subtleties and tensions in which power operates in multiple fields and
through social practices.
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A Foucauldian conceptualisation of power, as a relation, allows an analysis of power
at what Foucault (1980a) terms the “capillary” (p.39) level of everyday interactions
and practices. It is through practice that individuals come to define and classify
themselves and others as normal or abnormal subjects. Thus, power works through
actions, and delimits the possibilities and boundaries through which we come to
make sense of, and govern, ourselves and others.
For Foucault, power does not only govern people’s practices and social interactions,
it also constitutes individuals’ subjectivities and sense of self. In this way, Foucault
conceptualises power as productive and generative. The productive effects of power
are found in the boundaries and possibilities made available to individuals through
their positioning in historically embedded systems of knowledge. It is through these
systems of knowledge that power works to constitute how individuals come to
govern and constitute themselves as particular subjects, and how particular ways of
living, thinking, reasoning, engaging with the self and governing the self and others,
come to ‘matter.’ According to Foucault, it is through historically and socially
constructed systems of ideas that the rules of life are governed, and groups of
individuals and individual subjects are normalised and classified.
For Foucault, power is thus inter-related with knowledge. The exercise of power,
according to Foucault (1980a) “creates and causes to emerge new objects of
knowledge

and

accumulates

new

bodies

of

information”

(p.51).

This

power/knowledge nexus is an instrument through which it is possible to
conceptualise the relationship between subjectivities and ‘truth’ (Foucault, 1996a). It
provides a means for critically exploring the socially and historically contingent
nature of how individuals constitute themselves – a process inextricably linked to
how, as Foucault (1996b) asks, the subject can tell the ‘truth’ about itself. According
to Foucault, it is through telling the ‘truth’ about ourselves that we speak ourselves
into certain kinds of being. He states that, “if I ‘tell the truth’ about myself, I
constitute myself as subject by a certain number of relationships of power, which
weigh upon me and which I lay upon others” (Foucault, 1996b, p.361).
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In conceptualising the ways in which individuals come to govern, classify and
‘know’ themselves, Foucault (1980b) draws on the terms “‘regime’ of truth”
(p.133). According to Foucault (1980b), a ‘regime of truth’ “is to be understood as a
system of ordered procedures for the production, regulation, distribution, circulation
and operation of statements” (p.133). These systems of procedures work to produce
“a certain result” (Foucault, 1996a, p.445). In his writing, Foucault’s (1996a)
concerns lie with exploring how individuals “fit” into institutionalised and scientific
models of regimes of ‘truths.’ ‘Regimes of truth,’ according to Foucault, operate
productively to delimit what is ‘best’ for an individual or groups, what should be
said, done and practised, and what is purposeful, worthwhile and necessary.
Foucault’s work is particularly interested in exploring the ways in which ‘regimes of
truth’ are constituted as historically and culturally specific systems of knowledge or
discourses. Discourses, as defined by Foucault (1978), are the building blocks or
strategies which engender specific disciplines of knowledge and beliefs. These
building blocks establish and regulate possibilities for thinking, speaking and
writing, and form possibilities for practice.
The determining and regulating capacity of discourse, to produce particular ways of
being and thinking clearly, demonstrates the way Foucault’s notion of discourse is
connected to his notion of the power/knowledge relation. As Foucault (1978) states,
“it is in discourse that power and knowledge are joined together” (p.101). In general
terms, it can be suggested that discourses are intricately linked to power and are, in
turn, implicated in our subjectivity production. They produce and regulate different
“ways of being a subject” or “modes of subjectivity” (Weedon, 1997, p.94).
According to Weedon (1997) particular forms of subjectivity hold more currency
and are “more readily available” to individuals over others depending “on the social
status and power of the discourse in question” (p.94).
In terms of this study, a major concern is to examine how the power/knowledge
nexus operates through discourse to govern how the young women come to define
themselves, their health and physical activity. Currently, in Australian society, the
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notions around health and physical activity, which hold currency, largely reproduce
and draw upon medicalised and scientific discourses of exercise and fitness.
Dominant notions of health currently operating, as first argued by Crawford (1980)
and taken up by Lupton (1995; 1999), Greco (1993), Bunton (1992) and Perterson
(1996), reproduce individualistic and moralistic meanings of health. These meanings
of health are labelled by Crawford (1980) as an ideology of “healthism.” Healthisms
reproduce a notion of health which can only be achieved through individual action
and which, according to Kirk and Colquhoun (1989), can be read off an individual’s
body shape and weight. The emphasis on an individual’s responsibility and duty to
maintain his/her health reproduces moralistic imperatives, and assumes health to be
accessible and obtainable to all through individual effort.
The healthism discourses, as they intersect with discourses around risk (Petersen,
1996; Nettleton, 1997), obesity (Gard & Wright, 2001) and neo-liberal notions of
the self (Lupton, 1999) make available a powerful set of ‘truths’ which imply a
specific way of being a healthy subject. Implicit in these ways of thinking about
health is an individual who is actively involved in working on, and constantly selfmonitoring his/her body. In addition, from this perspective, ‘healthy’ individuals
monitor all aspects of their lives, including their body shape and size, their diets,
their relationships and their physical activity participation (Nettleton, 1997; Lupton,
1999).
In this thesis, I explore the consequences of dominant moralistic and individualistic
notions of health on the ways that the young women in the study examine their lives,
sense of selves, bodies and self-worth. This is a process which, as Burns (1993)
highlights, is particularly tied to how young women constitute themselves as
desirable subjects – especially since the “the culturally valued female shape is a
signifier of the healthy, acceptable individual” (Burns, 1993, p.79). Thus, a central
concern of this thesis involves examining the ways in which the healthism
discourses intersect with dominant notions of femininity to reproduce particular
forms of subjectivity and ways of knowing the self.
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In terms of physical activity in Australia, the institutionalized practices of “sport,
recreation and exercise” (Kirk, 1999, p.68) dominate the ways in which individuals
engage with physical activity. According to Kirk (1999), these practices contribute
to the reproduction of dominant discourses “concerned with the maintenance,
representation and regulation of the body” (p.65). They privilege the sporting ideals
of competition, skilled performance and participation. These practices also privilege
scientific and fitness discourses which link exercise to body maintenance, weight
and appearance (Kirk, 1999; Lupton, 1999; Wright, 2000). In addition, the
institutionalized practices of sport, recreation and exercise (re)produce and disrupt
powerful sets of hegemonic discourses around masculinity and femininity (Messner
& Sabo, 1990; Hall, 1996; Connell, 2000). Whilst alternative practices, such as yoga
and tai chi, are currently practiced in Australia, these ways of engaging with the
body are often hidden (Wright, 2000) and silenced by dominant, ‘naturalised’ ways
of understanding and practicing physical activity. Alternative practices are often
made sense of and justified through powerful medicalised and scientific discourses
around fitness and health.
Drawing on Foucault’s conceptualisation of power, I argue that dominant power
relations and meanings of health and physical activity are not fixed or static. As
Foucault (1978) reminds us, discourses are also unstable, and must be seen as
“discontinuous segments” (p.100). Discourses themselves can thus be seen as being
multiple, shifting, competitive and unstable. Thus, possibilities and boundaries for
disrupting and altering dominant ways of being exist:
(s)ubjects never merely mirror the discourses and practices through which they
take up their lives. There will always be a potential tension between the
discourses and practices available and the subjects’ interpretation and use of
them. (Sondergaard, 2002, p.199)
The possibility for change and disruption to dominant power relations relate to the
potential for discourse to be both the vehicle of power and a means of resisting or
exposing it. As Foucault (1978) writes:
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We must make allowance for the complex and unstable process whereby
discourse can be both an instrument and an effect of power, but also a
hindrance, a stumbling-block, a point of resistance and a starting point for an
opposing strategy. Discourse transmits and produces power; it reinforces it,
but also undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to
thwart it. (p.101)
An example of the competing and shifting nature of discourse is provided by
Weedon (1997) in her discussion of the way feminist discourses, despite lacking the
‘social power’ or currency to be actualised at the level of institutions, “can offer the
discursive space from which the individual can resist dominant subject positions”
(p.107).
From this perspective, it is through discourse that particular subject-positions are
made available to and resisted by individuals. These positions in discourse are
played out and contested in and through the daily interactions and social relations of
everyday life – for it can be argued, that it is through practice that an individual’s
sense of self, ways of acting, thinking and being are constituted in relation to his/her
positioning in multiple and specific discourses. As demonstrated by Hollway’s
(1984) work on gendered subjectivities, the concept of positioning, or subjectposition, is useful as it demonstrates how an individual takes up, ‘speaks from’ and
‘acts from’ multiple positionings which can be dominant or compliant, resisted,
shifting and critical. Hollway’s (1984) work also demonstrates the way positions in
discourse are constructed in relation to each other and through binary oppositions.
For Foucault (1996b), this relates to examining how particular subject-positions in
discourse are structured in relation to an Other – or how the structures of the Other
allows individuals to ‘tell the truth’ about themselves in a particular way, where the
Other is often defined and classified in opposition to the self.
Another useful concept for exploring the subject-positions from which people speak
and act, is Althusser’s (1971) notion of interpellation. For Althusser (1971),
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interpellation is the process whereby individuals or subjects are ‘called out’ or
“hailed” (p.174) into being. It is the process through which individuals are recruited
and transformed as subjects of ideology – a process described by Althusser (1971)
as beginning before an individual is born. Interpellation takes place through the
everyday practice and social relations of individuals, and it is through social practice
that an individual assumes a particular subject-position in ideology. In doing so,
individuals come to recognise themselves as particular subjects of institutional
social structures.
Further, Althusser (1971) draws upon structural notions of power and ideology to
define his notion of interpellation. His perspective provides a lens for examining the
way historically embedded ideological practice works to reproduce and maintain the
structures of capitalistic society (Henriques et al., 1984; Mansfield, 2000).
According to Althusser (1971), interpellation is a process through which the
structures and values of the “Ideological State Apparatuses” (p.142) are reproduced.
This notion, however, places little emphasis on the agentic capacities of individuals
and does not make allowances for notions of change and resistance. Instead,
Althusser’s notion of interpellation conceptualises the constitution of subjects
through fixed and pre-established structures and positions in language - a process
which he argues is achieved under the guise of freedom, individual choice and self
government (Henriques et al., 1984).
Despite Althusser’s structural emphasis, the notion of interpellation provides a
useful way of conceptualising an individual’s subjectivity formation. To overcome
the deterministic and ‘causal’ emphasis of Althusser’s notion of interpellation, it is
important to recognise the complex, ongoing and evolving nature of the processes
through which individuals are “called” into being. Butler (1993), for example,
claims that there is no singular “matrix” of power relations “that acts in a singular
and deterministic way to produce a subject as its effect” (p.8). In contrast, positions
in discourse make available multiple, competing and shifting forms of subjectivity.
Furthermore, the certainty in reproducing a fixed form of subjectivity is also
complicated by the complex histories and experiences of each subject. As a
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consequence, as Weedon (1997) states, processes of self-constitution are never
“unaffected by the memory of previous discursive interpellations” (p.98) and they
are never complete.
Like Althusser, Foucault’s work is critiqued by some for emphasising the
deterministic and totalising effects of discourse and power (Sawicki, 1991; Lloyd,
1993; &, Deveaux, 1999). From such perspectives, Foucault’s conceptualisations
seem to be reduced to the inflexibility of structuralism. Whilst some of Foucault’s
(1977) early writings, such as Discipline and Punish, emphasise the ‘disciplinary’
and ‘coercive’ nature of power on the body and selves, Sawicki (1991) argues that
the issues of resistance, struggle and self-formation are the focus of his later
interviews and texts, including his History of Sexuality. This work, according to
Sawicki (1991) and O’Leary (2002) provides a frame for thinking about subjects as
actively involved in their own self-constitution.

The self as engaged in processes of self-formation
Thus far, I have highlighted the productive and regulatory nature of power and
discourse. Whilst this enables an understanding of the types of subject positions and
subjectivities made available to individuals, and in this case, young women as they
come to talk about their meanings of health and physical activity, it does not allow
for an understanding of the self as productively involved in its own constitution.
That is, it does not allow for an understanding of how individuals come to take-up
particular subject positions and how they work to negotiate their positions in relation
to discourse.
Foucault, himself, acknowledges the shift in his conceptualisations from
emphasising the coercive practice of regimes of ‘truth,’ to emphasising the practices
of self-formation or self-government (O’Leary, 2002). For example, during one of
his interviews Foucault (1996a) states:
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I am now interested in how the subject constitutes itself in an active fashion
through practices of the self, these practices are nevertheless not something
invented by the individual himself (sic). They are models that he finds in his
culture and that are proposed, suggested, imposed upon him by his culture, his
society and his social group. (p.441)
The concept of ‘practices of the self’ or ‘technologies of the self’ provide a means
for conceptualising the work an individual invests in to “transform oneself, and to
attain to a certain mode of being” (Foucault, 1996a, p.433). Individuals are
conceptualised, not as passive receptors of culture, but as productively engaged in
negotiating their subjectivities – with notions of freedom and resistance integral to
understanding this process.
Whilst the notion of power as ‘everywhere’ and part of all relations may seem
repressive, and may seem to imply an impossibility for freedom and resistance,
Foucault (1996a) states that “power relations are possible only insofar as the
subjects are free” (p.441). Freedom and resistance allow for an understanding of
power as reversible, shifting and not fixed. Foucault (1996a) uses the term freedom
instead of liberation to avoid an essentialist conceptualisation of his notion of
practices of the self and, in turn, to avoid conceptualising his approach as a means of
discovering ‘true’ or natural ways of being. ‘Freedom,’ for Foucault, does not relate
to an existence external to discourse, but to the possibilities open to individuals for
how they can think about themselves or engage with the self and others. As Sawicki
(1991) claims, freedom “consists in our ability to transform our relationships to
tradition and not in being able to control the direction that the future will take”
(p.99).
Freedom and resistance, then, are necessary for the existence of power: “in order for
power relations to come into play there must be a degree of freedom on both sides”
(Foucault, 1996a, p.441). Similarly, there are no power relations without resistance.
For Foucault (1980c), resistance is:
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formed right at the point where relations of power are exercised; resistance to
power does not have to form elsewhere to be real, nor is it inexorably
frustrated through being the compatriot of power. It exists all the more by
being in the same place as power; hence, like power, resistance is multiple and
can be integrated in global strategies. (p.142)
Foucault’s conceptualisation of power, resistance and freedom provide a means for
conceptualising the subject and subjectivities as not predictable nor certain. The
subject and processes of subjectivity construction are instead seen as a ‘struggle,’
where subjectivity formation is a constant process of self-redefinition and
negotiation. It is a process which is both constantly slippery and open to
contestation. For example, Weedon (1997) states that:
As individuals we are not the mere objects of language but the sites of
discursive struggle, a struggle which takes place in the consciousness of the
individual. In the battle for subjectivity, and for the supremacy of particular
versions of meaning, which is part of the battle, the individual is not merely
the passive site of discursive struggle. The individual who has memory and an
already discursively constituted sense of identity, may resist particular
interpellations or produce new versions of meaning from the conflicts and
contradictions between existing discourses. (p.102)
How people constitute themselves or construct particular kinds of subjectivities
involves, for Foucault, exploring the ‘technologies of the self.’ ‘Technologies of the
self’ are practices or techniques that allow individuals to engage in processes of selfformation and self-government to work on their bodies, thoughts and behaviours.
Foucault applies the term ‘ethics’ to talk about the practices of the self and the kinds
of relationships we have with ourselves. For Foucault (1984b), ethics “determines
how the individual is supposed to constitute himself (sic) as a moral subject of his
own actions” (p.352). This Foucauldian constitution of an ‘ethical’ being and of the
relationship of the self to the self can be described as possessing four aspects. These
are outlined by Foucault in an interview titled: “On the genealogy of ethics: An
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overview of work in progress (Foucault, 1984b), and in The Use of Pleasure:
History of Sexuality Volume 2 (Foucault, 1984c). In these writings, Foucault talks
about the following aspects of ‘ethics:’
i)

The “ethical substance”

ii)

“The mode of subjection”

iii)

The self-forming practice or “ethical work.”

iv)

“Telos” of the ethical subject

The first aspect of the relationship of the self to the self involves the ‘ethical
substance.’ This pertains to the part of the self that individuals work on to transform
themselves or ‘become’ ethical or desired subjects. In terms of modern notions of
health which emphasise health as holistic, comprised of spiritual, mental, social,
emotional and physical components, it could be argued that the ethical substance
individuals may work on, to become ‘healthy’ subjects, may include their bodies,
diets, feelings, sleeping patterns, relationships and emotions.
The second aspect of the relationship of self to the self relates to the ‘mode of
subjection.’ This pertains to the principles behind the self-altering practices, or, why
one would invest in or work on a specific part of themselves to change themselves.
According to Foucault (1984b), the ‘mode of subjection’ refers to the way
individuals “are invited or incited to recognize their moral obligation. Is it, for
instance, divine law, which has been revealed in a text? Is it natural law…?” (p.353).
In other words, the mode of subjection relates to the overarching principle which
gives a rule authority and brings about individuals to recognise their ‘obligation’ to
participate in and invest in self-work. Two examples of modes of subjection
discussed by Foucault include ‘scientific truths’ and ‘the word of God.’ For
Foucault, these modes of subjection provide a powerful way through which we
come to engage with ourselves in terms of our sexual practices and sexuality.
Arguably, these two modes of subjection seem to sit nicely with the dominant
imperatives of health in our current society - especially since, as argued by
Crawford (1980), Lupton (1995) and Petersen (1996), health has become
synonymous with the moral and pastoral practice of enhancing or protecting life,
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both in terms of its quality and longevity. Furthermore, as argued by Crawford
(1980) and Lupton (1995; 1997), it is through scientific and medical rationalities
that many modern health practices and ‘truths’ are established and ‘rationalised.’
The third aspect of the ‘technologies of the self’ refers to self-forming practices or
‘ethical work.’ This relates to the type of work individuals must invest in to
transform themselves into ethical or desired subjects. As Foucault (1984b) states,
‘ethical work’ relates to “the means by which we can change ourselves in order to
become ethical subjects” (p.354). Foucault provides examples of ethical work in
relation to sexual practices. These practices include self-monitoring, self-disclosure
and the eradication of desires. In terms of modern notions of health, the ways of
working on the self available to ‘become’ a healthy subject are discussed by Lupton
(1995; 1997) as being largely ascetic and individualised. These practices involve the
constant self-monitoring and self-surveillance of one’s body, mental health and
practices, including eating and physical activity practices, in relation to scientific
‘truths.’ This third aspect of the ‘technologies of the self’ is highly relevant to this
study as I examine the practices and ways of working on the self that the young
women draw on to construct themselves as ‘healthy’ subjects.
The fourth aspect of ‘ethics’ pertains to the ‘Telos’ of the ethical subject. According
to O’Leary (2002), this relates to the “pattern of conduct” (p.29) or the “mode of
being or way of life” (p.13) which is the goal of the ethical work. For example, it
could be argued that in terms of modern health and physical activity practices, an
individual may invest in specific practices or forms of physical activity, such as
special diets or exercise, to work on a specific aspect of themselves. In addition to
this, individuals invest in these practices to work towards a particular kind of
‘healthy’ life.
In reference to these four aspects of the practices of the self, O’Leary (2002) claims
that Foucault asks four questions. These include, “What part of myself should I
address?; Why should I engage in such work?; What tools are available to me?;
What kind of person do I want to be, or What kind of life do I want to lead?” (p.13).
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These four aspects and questions allow a conceptualisation of the complex and
continual process involved in an individual’s investment into self-work and selfforming practices – a process which, according to Foucault (1984a; 1984b; 1984c),
has changed through time.
The emphasis by Foucault on the changing nature of techniques of the self through
history allows an understanding of the way self-work and self-government is
contingent on wider cultural and historical contexts. It also permits an understanding
of the interlocking nature of self-government with disciplinary practices. According
to Foucault, practices of the self and self-government are not separable from, or do
not supplant, the disciplinary and constitutive nature of power. For example,
Foucault proposes that techniques of the self are linked to practices which govern
others. He refers to educational institutions as examples of institutions through
which “one is managing others and teaching them to manage themselves” (Foucault,
1984b, p.370). This provides a means for thinking about the schools in this study as
sites through which students are being taught to manage themselves and govern
themselves in particular ways that, it could be argued, are gendered and classed.
Foucault (1996a) also claims that individuals draw upon cultural “models” (p.441),
or forms of individuality and ways of being, to constitute themselves and to form a
relation with the self to the self. Modern forms of individuality, according to
Foucault (1994a), and discussed by Rose (1993) and Burchell (1993), are
inextricably linked to neo-liberal principles which emphasise entrepreneurial notions
of the self and a self which is ‘free’ and active in their self-formation and in their
decision making. Modern forms of self-formation also reproduce humanistic notions
of the self as concurrent and rational and, thus, provide a powerful set of discursive
meanings through which modern subjects constitute themselves.
In addition, modern forms of individuality are, according to Foucault, largely
constituted through a Christian and scientific discourse. These discourses privilege a
technology of the self which emphasize a principle of “knowing the self” to take
“care of the self” (Foucault, 1994c). It is through the principle of “knowing the self,”
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through scientific law or rules, for example, that individuals come to work and
engage with the self in order to know what is ‘best,’ ‘right,’ and ‘good’ for the self.
According to Foucault, two ‘practices of the self,’ which are integral to the
constitution of modern forms of individuality, include the confession and selfexamination. More specifically, Foucault’s (1978) work focuses on the ways in
which the confession and self-examination work to govern the “production of true
discourse on sex” (p.63). According to Foucault (1978), it is through these ‘practices
of the self’ that an individual comes to “know the self” in order to take “care of the
self.”
For Foucault, the confession operates to govern the production of ‘truths,’ firstly,
through positioning the confessor as the subject of discourse, and secondly, by
situating the individual in a particular ‘network’ of power relations which are based
on a confessor/interpreter binary. For example, Foucault (1978) states that the
confession is a:
ritual of discourse in which the speaking subject is also the subject of the
statement; it is also a ritual that unfolds within a power relationship, for one
does not confess without the presence (or virtual presence) of a partner who is
not simply the interlocutor but the authority who requires the confession,
prescribes and appreciates it, and intervenes in order to judge, punish, forgive,
console and reconcile. (p.61-62)
The confession, then, is conceptualised as a normalising strategy through which
individuals must come to ‘know’ themselves as a ‘sinner’ or someone who has done
something wrong in order to confess (Alcoff & Gray, 1993). It is a strategy through
which individuals examine themselves and regulate themselves in relation to
particular systems of knowledge. In this way, as Dreyfus and Rabinow (1982) argue,
“Foucault sees the confession, and especially the confession about one’s sexuality,
as a central component in the expanding technologies for the discipline and control
of bodies, populations, and society itself” (p.174). The confession, then, is both a
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‘practice of the self’ and a technique of government (Tait & Carpenter, 1996) with
processes of telling the ‘truth’ about the self or confessing one’s self, implicating
“the subject further in a network of disciplinary power relations” (McNay, 1994,
p.97).
In The History of Sexuality, Volume 1: The Will to Knowledge, Foucault (1978), is
concerned with the confession as a disciplinary practice linked to religious, social
science, science and medical discourses. It is argued that the linking of the
confession with practices of self-examination, and scientific and medicalised
discourse, developed a powerful way through which individuals came to know and
govern themselves in relation to sets of normalising ‘truths.’ The normalising
strategies of self-examination and the confession are not endemic to religious,
scientific, medical or penal practices. Foucault (1978) claims that the confession has
become a part of our everyday relations with ourselves and others – including
relationships with family and friends, and relations within the media, educational,
judicial and medical institutions. Furthermore, the practice of self-disclosure,
confession and self-examination are not exempt from the interview and research
context of this study. As discussed in Chapter Three, I conceptualise the interview
context to be a site of confession and self-examination, and in turn, a site through
which, with my help as the interviewer, the young women in this study came to
know, examine and monitor themselves in relation to notions of physical activity
and health.
The emphasis of Foucault’s work on ‘ethics’ allows for an understanding of the
constant work and self-examination individuals must invest in to maintain their
subject positions. That is, individuals are not determined in one final act of
‘socialisation’ or interpellation. By no means do individuals act from, or speak from,
a position in discourse that is final or uncontestable. Individuals are, instead,
constantly monitoring themselves in relation to sets of ‘truths,’ and investing in selfforming and self-reflecting practices; they must constantly invest in ethical-work to
maintain a position in a discourse.

29

As well as providing insights into the ways individuals work on themselves to
maintain a position in discourse, Foucault’s notion of the ‘technologies of the self’
provides a means of explaining why an individual may take up a particular position
in a discourse over other discourses or subject positions within a discourse.
According to Foucault (1984c), individuals do not just invest in self-work or ‘ethical
work’ to align their practice with a given cultural rule. An investment into selfaltering practices also takes place “to attempt to transform oneself into the ethical
subject of one’s behavior” (p.27). In other words, individuals work to transform and
align themselves with broader notions of what it means to live an ethical life or
become a particular cultural ideal or desired subject. As outlined in the following
quote, Foucault (1994b) describes this in terms of individuals aspiring for
‘perfection’ and ‘happiness.’ That is, ‘techniques of the self:’
permit individuals to effect, by their own means, a certain number of
operations on their own bodies, their own souls, their own thoughts, their own
conduct, and this in a manner so as to transform themselves, modify
themselves, and to attain a certain state of perfection, happiness, purity,
supernatural power. (p.177)
By framing an individual’s practices and positions in discourse in terms of the
‘pursuit’ of culturally constructed forms ‘happiness’ and ‘perfection,’ Foucault’s
conceptualisations provide a means for making sense of the pleasures and ‘pay-offs’
constituted through taking up, speaking from or acting from a particular position in
discourse. Likewise, his conceptualisations provide a means for examining the risks
and displeasures contributed to taking up a position which may not be culturally
‘valuable.’ In this way, individuals are seen not as mere products of discourse, but as
individuals always working at maintaining particularly ‘invested’ positions in
discourse, with particular positions being seen as holding particular ‘returns’ of
power and pleasure.
Similarly, Hollway’s (1984) notions of investment provide a means for thinking
about ‘why’ an individual works to maintain a position in discourse. Hollway’s
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(1984) notion of investment draws on psychoanalytic theory which emphasizes
investments as being socially and culturally constituted and constitutive of
subjectivity. As Hollway (1984) states:
By claiming that people have investments (in this case gender specific) in
taking up certain positions in discourse, and consequently in relation to each
other, I mean that there will be some satisfaction or pay-off or reward… for
that person. (p.238)
Such an approach allows an understanding around “what accounts for” (Hollway,
1984, p.238) the different positions taken up by individuals and specifically the
young women in this study. It allows an understanding of, not only the positions
made discursively available to the young women, but also the investments and
pleasures, and likewise the risks, tied up with taking up these positions. In other
words, it allows for an understanding of the ways the young women have become
invested in particular positions.

It also allows an understanding of the way

discourses hold particular returns of power, and as Weedon (1997) states, how
discourses offer not just ways of “being and behaving” but, also “psychic and
emotional satisfaction” (p.96).
Foucault’s notion of the ‘technologies of the self,’ and a conceptualisation of the self
as engaged in its own constitution, are useful for exploring the ways in which the
young women in this study constitute their subjectivities. To examine the young
women’s subjectivity formation I draw upon these theories of the self and
subjectivity in different ways. For example, in Chapter Four, I draw upon Foucault’s
notion of the ‘technologies of the self’ to analyse the complex and shifting ways that
three young women engage with notions of health to come to ‘know’ and ‘work’ on
themselves. In Chapter Five, I draw upon these notions of the self to explore the
discursive possibilities available to the young women to do work on themselves and
come to talk about their participation in physical activity. Finally in Chapter Six, I
turn to the context of the schools to explore the ways in which the young women are
invited by their schools to ‘work’ on and ‘know’ themselves in particular ways.

31

The self as embodied
So far I have discussed the ways in which the self and subjects are constituted
through power/knowledge relations and the ways in which subjects invest in selfwork to maintain particular positions in discourse. What is missing from this
discussion is a conceptualisation of the self as embodied. As argued by feminist
writers, such as Bartky (1988), Gatens (1988) and Grosz (1994), and others, such as
Shilling (1993; 1999) Burkitt (1999) and Connell (2000), the body and our corporeal
experiences must not be ignored as part of an individual’s subjectivity constitution.
Thus, from this position, it is important to explore selves as embodied, taking into
account the ways in which corporeal and material experiences contribute to how we
make sense of ourselves and our world. With the focus of this study on exploring the
ways in which young women constitute themselves in relation to meanings of health
and physical activity, it is imperative then, that I consider the relation of the body to
the ways the young women come to speak about themselves and enact particular
subjectivities. Acknowledging the self as embodied seems especially necessary
given the corporeal experience of participating in physical activity.
Whilst I acknowledge that it is important to conceptualise corporeal experiences as
part of an individual’s self constitution, I simultaneously admit that conceptualising
the self as embodied is a difficult task. Tensions exist between conceptualising the
body from an essentialist or biological deterministic perspective and ignoring the
materiality of the body by emphasising the body as a product of culture and
discourse, something Witz (2000) describes as “over-discursivizing bodies” (p.10).
The difficulty lies in trying to ‘get at’ and represent the ‘material’ and the corporeal.
It seems that, from a post-structuralist perspective, talking about bodily experiences
simultaneously brings the body into the discursive. Individuals draw on cultural
resources to talk about and make sense of their corporeal experiences. As Davies
(2000) argues, we “can only know that materiality in ways that are mediated through
discourse” (p.16). From this perspective, discourses thus provide the possibilities
through which bodies can be invested, the possibilities through which individuals

32

are invited to read their bodies and experiences in particular ways, and the
possibilities through which individuals do things to their own and others’ bodies.
The body in Foucault’s early works is conceptualised as being constituted through
discourse and power relations. For Foucault, the effects of power are far reaching.
They emerge in our bodies, sensibilities and “desires” (Foucault, 1980d, p.59). As
Foucault (1980a) describes:
in thinking of the mechanisms of power, I am thinking rather of its capillary
form of existence, the point where power reaches into the very grain of
individuals, touches their bodies and inserts itself into their actions and
attitudes, their discourses, learning processes and everyday lives. (p.39)
In Discipline and Punish, Foucault (1977) discusses the ways in which bodies are
constituted through regulatory and disciplinary means. He does this by analysing the
historical contexts through which disciplinary power emerged, focusing on the
techniques of punishment and surveillance employed in relation to criminality and
the institution of the prison. Foucault (1978) further elaborates on his notion of
disciplinary power in The History of Sexuality: Volume 1. Here he defines
disciplinary power in terms of bio-power. Bio-power involves the management of
bodies and the “calculated administration of life” (p.139) through disciplinary
techniques of power and the discursive formation of individuals and populations. It
is a form of power which invests in ‘life’ to both govern and produce particular
subjects and bodies.
According to Foucault (1977; 1978), bio-power invests bodies through techniques of
normalisation, surveillance and discipline. This is a process through which bodies
are disciplined, regulated and made “docile.” It is also a process through which
bodies become both the object and an instrument of power/knowledge relations.
Surveillance, according to Foucault (1977), is a fundamental technique of bio-power
which allows corporeal regulation and the discursive normalization of bodies into
“docile” bodies. It is a technique of power through which individuals and others
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monitor themselves in relation to culturally constructed norms and sets of ‘truths.’
Thus, Foucault’s conceptualisation of bio-power provides a means for examining the
ways in which bodies are regulated, pliable and controlled through disciplinary
techniques of power, and a means for examining the ways in which bodies are
invested with meaning and are discursively constituted through discourse.
Foucault’s conceptualisation of the body has been drawn on by Bartky (1988),
Bordo (1989) and Connell (2000) to examine the ways in which bodies are inscribed
and constituted in gendered specific ways. A discussion of the ways in which
women’s bodies are inscribed by social practices and meanings of femininity has
been taken up by many feminist writers (Bartky, 1988; Bordo, 1989). As I discuss
extensively in Chapter Four, these writers examine the ways in disciplinary practices
of dieting, beauty and exercise reproduce a particular feminine subject which is tied
to the body.
Bodies are also inscribed and constituted in ways that are classed. Bourdieu (1984),
for example, draws on the notion of ‘habitus’ to examine the ways in which social
class is ‘internalised’ in our bodies, in our movements, gestures, tastes, and
dispositions. According to Bourdieu (1977), habitus is the “durably installed
generative principle of regulated improvisations” (p.78). His notion of habitus is
commonly drawn on to conceptualise the ways in which history and deep-structural
social patterns emerge in bodies – in how we talk and walk, in our likes and dislikes,
and in how we move.
Whilst Bourdieu’s (1984) work provides some insight into the ways in which
cultural practices, as markers of class ‘distinction,’ shape tastes, bodies, and
lifestyles, it could be critiqued for its deterministic emphasis. For Bourdieu, habitus
is predominately ‘durable’ and ‘fixed.’ He draws on structural patterns to explain
social behaviour. It thus could be argued that such an approach to understanding
bodies is reproductionist, and positions bodies and individuals as products of
culture. Furthermore, with the emphasis placed on differentiating “a dominant-class
habitus of distinction from a working-class habitus of necessity” (Swartz, 1997,
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p.165), Bourdieu’s work could also be critiqued for seeing ‘working-class’
domination in terms of the lack of, or dispossession of, cultural capital.
Writing from a post-structuralist perspective, Walkerdine, Lucey and Melody (2001)
offer a dynamic conceptualisation of the class formation of subjects and bodies.
According to Walkerdine et al. (2001) “(c)lass is not something that is simply
produced economically. It is performed, marked, written on bodies and minds”
(p.215). Walkerdine et al. (2001) are interested in examining the ways in which
social class positions are constituted through historically constructed sets of
meanings and in examining how these meanings produce and regulate particular
subjects and bodies. As Walkerdine et al. (2001) suggest:
classes are not simply the bearers of differing amounts of power and cultural
capital, but the regulative apparatuses of particular modes of government at
different historical moments… power is implicated not in the possession of
capital but in the actual self-formation of the subject. (p.142)
Walkerdine et al.’s (2001) examination is useful because it offers a
conceptualisation of how classed bodies are produced by power/knowledge
relations. From a Foucaultian perspective, they examine how ‘regimes of truth’ work
to define what it means to be ‘middle-class’ or ‘working-class,’ and how power
relations constitute subjects and bodies in ways that are classed. According to
Walkerdine et al. (2001) this involves exploring the ways in which regimes of
‘truth’ produce “patterns of hope and longing, pain and defence” and exploring how
they are “lived deeply, emotionally, consciously and unconsciously” (p.40).
Whilst Foucault’s early work on bodies provides a useful lens for examining the
ways in which bodies are inscribed with meaning and produced through gendered
and classed practices and discourse, it is critiqued for positioning the body as a
receptor of culture. Feminist writers such as Bartky (1988) and Grosz (1994) argue
that Foucault’s notion of ‘docile’ bodies overlooks issues of agency and materiality.
These writers argue for a conceptualisation of the body which is not simply textual,
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and which is beyond docility. To overcome this, they, and others drawing on
Foucault (Lupton, 1995; 1996; 1997), argue that Foucault’s work on the
‘technologies of the self’ provides a means for conceptualising individuals as
‘agentic.’ Both Grosz (1994) and Lupton (1995; 1996; 1997) draw on Foucault’s
notion of the ‘technologies of the self’ to explore the way regulatory practices and
procedures for ‘inscribing’ the body are actively taken up. Lupton (1995; 1996;
1997) specifically takes up Foucault’s notion of the ‘technologies of the self’ to
examine the ways in which individuals draw on health discourses to manage their
bodies, selves and lives. Such an approach highlights the ‘strategic’ use of power
and systems of knowledge by individuals to work on and manage their bodies. From
this perspective, individuals are seen as drawing on discourse, and engaging in
everyday practices, to self-manage and self-discipline their bodies.
Whilst Foucault’s notion of the ‘technologies of the self’ is useful for exploring the
ways in which individuals ‘strategically’ manage their bodies, there seems to be
little emphasis placed on conceptualising the lived corporeal experiences of the
body. As McNay (1992) points out “Foucault’s model suggests that it is impossible
to know the materiality of the body outside of its cultural signification” (p.30). To
explore the lived materiality of the body, Grosz (1994), Burkitt (1999) and Connell
(2000) argue for a conceptualisation of the body which does not stop at the textual
but endeavours to explore the material, sensual and physical experiences of the
body. This involves conceptualising the material as constructed and constructing.
Both Grosz (1994) and Burkitt (1999) claim that there are aspects of the corporeal
and embodiment that are not linguistically constituted. From this perspective, the
body contributes to the construction of discursive meanings. As Burkitt (1999) states
“power is never able fully to contain the lived, productive body…its performances
are never wholly tied to the symbolic perspectives” (p.109).
As a result, the task of this thesis involves exploring the complex ways in which the
young women’s material experiences are contingent on the production of meanings
by acknowledging the social relations in which the material is lived. It also involves
exploring the ways in which the young women’s bodies and material experiences of
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physical activity are discursively constituted in ways that are gendered and classed.
These ways of conceptualising the body are drawn on differently throughout this
thesis. In Chapter Four, for example, the theories discussed in this chapter contribute
to exploring the complex ways in which the young women construct their meanings
of health - a process which involves conceptualising how dominant meanings
around health intersect with notions of femininity to provide different possibilities
and boundaries for these young women to engage with their bodies and come to talk
about the material embodiment of being healthy/unhealthy. In Chapter Five, these
theories of the body contribute to understanding the ways in which the young
women come to talk about their sensual experiences, pleasures and experiences of
physical activity.

Conclusion
In this chapter, I have provided an overview of the theories of the self which are
useful to understanding the ways in which the young women in this study constitute
their subjectivities. I have done this by primarily drawing upon Foucauldian and
post-structural notions of the self as embodied, as socially and historically
contingent and as productively involved in its own constitution. In drawing on these
theories I am committed to conceptualising the complex ways in which the young
women take up and maintain different subject positions. I also am committed to
avoiding an approach which emphasises a discourse deterministic perspective and
does not acknowledge the ways in which the self is productively engaged in its own
self-formation.
This thesis, then, endeavours to contribute, both theoretically and empirically, to
understanding how young women constitute their subjectivities. It is concerned with
contributing to a feminist, post-structuralist body of knowledge which is invested in
exploring how young women come to work on themselves and know themselves in
ways that are gendered and classed. It also endeavours to contribute to literature
concerned with health and physical activity from a socio-cultural perspective. It
does this by exploring the ways in which young women come to talk about and take
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up particular invested positions in relation to meanings of health and physical
activity. To contribute both empirically and theoretically to post-structuralist
feminist literature, it is imperative that I do not just pay ‘lip service’ to notions of the
self as historically and culturally contingent, as engaged in its own self-formation, as
a process and as embodied. To achieve this, specific methods in data collection and
data analysis, which allow for post-structural exploration of subjectivity
constitution, were necessary and will be discussed in the following chapter.
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___________________________________________________________________

CHAPTER 3
THE STORY OF THE METHOD: TWISTING PRACTICE WITH THEORY

___________________________________________________________________

Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to outline the practical decisions and steps taken in
terms of data collection, data analysis and interpretation. To explore the ways in
which the theories that underpin and inform this research are not divorced from the
practical methods and strategies of this research, I have structured this chapter as a
recount of the decisions and steps I made during the research process. From this
perspective the theories and methods twist together to provide a means of addressing
the aims and questions of the research. Broadly, the methods of data collection and
data analysis are informed by a qualitative research paradigm underpinned by poststructural and feminist theories. The mode of data collection, which was most in-line
with these methodologies, was qualitative open-ended interviews.
Feminist methodologies inform my research because it is about young women and
their gendered subjectivity constitution. My feminist concerns relate to my research
focus of examining the ways young women constitute themselves as healthy or
physical activity subjects - a process which, as Burns (1993) and Fullagar (2003)
argue, is interlinked with their constitution of themselves as gendered subjects.
These concerns clearly intersect with the post-structuralist conceptualisations of the
self and the social. Feminist methodologies also informed my research in terms of
the interview and data collection practices adopted. Ironically, as discussed briefly
in this chapter and in O’Flynn (2004), when understood in the context of post-
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structural conceptualisations of power, these methodological practices and principles
were both problematic as well as useful.
In addition to feminist methodologies, issues surrounding ‘youth’ research also
informed my research. This is important as the construction of young people as
deviant, risky and ‘at risk,’ has been and continues to be, reproduced in research
about young people (Kelly, 2000). Youth ‘subculture’ research, for example, is
critiqued by feminist writers, such as Walkerdine (1997) and McRobbie (1991), for
its focus on socio-economic status and age as a representation of ‘youth’ – with
‘deviant’ ‘working-class’ males being the focus of much of this writing and
research. This focus, according to Walkerdine (1997), reproduced a “fascination for,
and fetishisation of, the Other” (p.19). With the spotlight on so-called ‘counter
hegemonic’ sub-cultures, Walkerdine (1997) argues that youth sub-cultural studies
position ‘ordinary’ working people’s lives and subjectivities as boring, and
reproduce a powerful narrative of the ‘working-class’ ‘masses.’ Furthermore, as
argued by McRobbie (1991), sub-cultural research, with its focus on young males,
ignores and silences the lives and experiences of young women.
To move beyond ‘traditional sub-cultural’ approaches to youth research, Walkerdine
(1997), Gilbert and Taylor (1991) and McRobbie (1991) adopt a feminist and
cultural studies approach to investigating the lives of young women. Walkerdine’s
(1997) task, for example, is framed in terms of exploring the complex ways young
girls negotiate their subjectivities through their everyday lives. Such approaches
stress the importance of exploring subjectivity construction in relation to the
intersection of gender, class, ethnicity, sexuality and locality. They also stress the
importance and usefulness of analysing cultural texts to make sense of the discursive
sets of meanings and subject-positions made available to young women.
Like Walkerdine (1997), Gilbert and Taylor (1991) and McRobbie (1991),
researching young women’s subjectivity constitution is the task of my research.
Given the complexity of this task I decided to break it down into smaller research
questions. The questions are as follows:
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i) In what ways do young women shape their subjectivities and manage their
subject-positions in relation to understandings of health, and especially, in
relation to the context of cultural discourses around physical activity, bodies
and health which currently have prominence in Australian society and in
school physical and health education programs?
ii) What discursive resources do the young women draw on to talk about their
engagement with, and participation in, physical activity?; and
iii) What meanings of health and physical activity are reproduced by the young
women’s schools? In what ways are these meanings classed and gendered,
and how do these meanings position young women as particular subjects?
To answer these questions, and address the research focus from a post-structural
feminist perspective, particular decisions around the data collection and data
analysis and representation were required. I will now discuss these decisions and the
approaches taken in these areas, beginning with the data collection.

Data collection
The research questions informed my choice of procedure for data collection. My
focus on young women’s meanings, for example, resulted in my need to acquire indepth ‘talk’ from the young women. My interest in examining young women’s
subjectivity constitution from different school contexts influenced the types of
schools I recruited the young women from, and the types of information and school
texts I collected from both schools.

The participants: recruitment and description
During the course of my research I interviewed fourteen young women in their final
years of schooling until their first year of tertiary study or work in 2002. At the
commencement of the research in 2000 the young women were aged between
sixteen to seventeen years. Two of the young women, Jessica and Tania, left school
to start work shortly after I had begun the research project. Due to work
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commitments, these young women left the study after a few interviews. The
remaining twelve young women participated in the study until mid 2002.
The participants for this research were recruited from two schools, Sunnydale High
School and Bloomsbury Girls Private. These schools were chosen because of their
different demographics and historical social class contexts. Sunnydale High School
was a co-educational government school located in the outer suburbs of a large
Australian city. Demographically, this school was located in what is commonly
described as a ‘working-class’ context. As discussed by Yates and McLeod (2000)
in relation to the schools in their study, this does not mean that the students who
attend Sunnydale High School were all from a ‘working-class’ location. The young
women from Sunnydale, involved in this study, were from a range of family
backgrounds, including families who owned their own small businesses, families
with one parent working in professional employment, and families with both parents
working.
Bloomsbury Girls Private, in contrast, was a religious, private girls’ school located
in the metropolitan area of the same city. Demographically, Bloomsbury was
commonly described as drawing students from an ‘upper/middle’ class context.
This, however, did not mean that all students attending Bloomsbury were from
‘wealthy’ backgrounds. For example, opportunities existed for students to attend
Bloomsbury on a scholarship, and the parents of some young women invested a
large proportion of their professional and semi-professional salaries towards sending
their daughters to this private school.
Angela1, Chrissie, Karen, Eve, Felicia, Jessica and Tania were recruited from
Sunnydale High School. Some of these young women were recruited through the
Australian Research Council (ARC) funded Life Activity Project - a research project
to which my research contributed. The Life Activity Project recruited its participants
by surveying students from schools across Queensland, NSW and Victoria. The
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The names of the young women have been changed to conceal their identities.
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surveys involved the participants listing their levels and type of physical activity
participation and describing their opinions of physical activity. As part of the survey
the participants were given the opportunity to provide their name and contact details
and thereby demonstrate their interest in participating in the next phase of the
research.
Due to my interest in exploring young women’s meanings of health and physical
activity, my contribution to the Life Activity Project involved me taking over the
interviewing of the young women at Sunnydale High School. At the commencement
of my doctoral work, the number of senior, female Sunnydale High School students,
who demonstrated an interest in the project, was low. As a consequence, the head
physical education teacher organised a short meeting time for me to meet and
discuss my research with some of the senior, female students. From this I was able
to recruit a few more students, taking the total to seven.
As well as taking over the interviewing of the senior, female Sunnydale High
Schools students, I contributed to the Life Activity Project by recruiting young
women from a private girls’ school - Bloomsbury Girls’ Private. This school was
chosen due to my personal links with the physical education teachers and my past
teaching experience at the school. The participants recruited from Bloomsbury were
Kim, Nat, Faye, Melinda, Tomiko, Rachel and Jo. These young women were
recruited through the implementation of the same survey used for the Life Activity
Project.
The young women, from both Sunnydale and Bloomsbury, were from a range of
cultural contexts and backgrounds. Some of the young women were born overseas.
For example, Faye was born in Indonesia and Angela was born in Fiji and identified
herself as Fijian-Indian Australian. Some of the other young women were children
of migrants whose parents had moved to Australia. Tania’s parents, for example,
were from Samoa, Felicia’s parents were from Nicaragua and Eve’s parents were
from Spain. Some of the young women had one parent who was born in a country
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other than Australia. Tomiko’s mother, for example, was born in Japan, and Karen’s
father was born in Holland.
Similarly to the research conducted by Yates and McLeod (1996; McLeod, 2000a), I
decided to implement a longitudinal research project with a small number of
participants, in contrast to a large cohort of participants. I did this because I was
interested in exploring the young women’s subjectivity constitution as a ‘process’
and as ‘shifting.’ As well as being longitudinal, I drew on a number of forms of data
collection, including open-ended interviews, observations of some of the young
women in their choice of physical activity, diary entries and participant
photography. The observations, diary entries and photographs were drawn upon in
interviews to elicit discussion about the young women’s lives and physical activity
participation.

The Interviews: logistics and locations
Once the young women and their parents had consented to their participation in my
research and provided their contact details, I approached them to set up an interview
time and location. During 2000-2001 most interviews took place at the young
women’s schools. These interviews were largely conducted in the playground areas
of the schools and often during lunchtimes or free-periods. When the young women
left school at the end of 2001, we arranged to meet at a location of their choice. This
decision was both for convenience of the participants and to create, as much as
possible, an interview context in which the young women were comfortable – a
principle which, according to Finch (1984) and Gluck (1984) is in keeping with
feminist interview and qualitative research methods. The young women chose an
array of locations, including cafes, their homes, their university libraries or their
places of work. The change in context, from the school playground to locations
beyond the school setting, marked a subtle change in the interviews, especially in
terms of structure. At the school the interviews were often bound by a short, fixed
amount of time and there were, on occasions, interruptions from teachers and
friends. However, meeting and interviewing the young women at school provided
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me with the opportunity to observe their school setting, both in terms of sporting
facilities available and the interactions and relations between students and teachers. I
was able to gain a sense of the practices of the institutions these young women were
a part of on a daily basis. The post-school interviews were often long and in-depth,
ranging from one to two hours in length. These interviews allowed me to engage
with the young women as more than students. I was able to come to know them as
individuals, with their own styles of dress and interests. I was also able to ‘chat’
with them, sometimes at length, over coffee.
The interviews were semi-structured and open-ended. All the interviews were audiotaped and transcribed. Field notes of the interviews were also written up after each
interview. Most of the interviews were conducted with one participant, however,
some of the young women requested they be interviewed in pairs. As outlined in
detail in the following section of this chapter, all the interviews were designed
around themes. I approached the interviews with key questions related to each
theme. The questions were designed to encourage the young women to talk about
their meanings and experiences of physical activity and health. For example, I asked
the young women to talk about why they participated in a particular physical activity
and I asked questions which encouraged the young women to extend their answers.
In taking this approach, I was concerned with constructing an interview setting
which was conversational, non-standardized, and which was based on the building
of ‘intimacy’ between myself and the young women. A conversational approach,
which is based on intimacy, trust and rapport, is proposed by some feminist writers
on qualitative research as an ideal way to do interviews because it allows for the
development of an interview setting which is comfortable and non-threatening
(Oakley, 1981; Gluck, 1984; Reinharz, 1992; Limerick, Burgess-Limerick & Grace,
1996).
An interesting and unexpected outcome of implementing a conversational approach
was that it made me to feel uncomfortable. The reasons for my discomfort were,
ironically, tied to my success of developing an interview context in which the young
women talked and reflected on their lives. Given the interview focus of health and
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physical activity, the young women examined their lives in relation to the very
normative health discourses which I was concerned with critiquing. Furthermore,
the interviews were clearly sites through which these discourses were not disrupted
or challenged. This was something I felt at times very uncomfortable about. As a
consequence, like Finch (1984) I “emerged from the interviews with the feeling that
my interviewees need(ed) to know how to protect themselves from people like me”
(p.80).
My post-structural perspective directed my attention to examining the interviews as
sites where particular power relations were made available. Like other poststructuralist and post-modern researchers and writers, such as Alcoff (1993),
Scheurich (1997), McLeod and Yates (1997), McLeod (2000a) and Archer (2002), I
recognised that the types of ‘truths’ and ways of speaking, adopted by the young
women and myself, were contingent on the interview context and the power
relations played out in the interviews. From this perspective, power relations are
enacted in all interview contexts, including the non-standardised intimacy-based
interviews which are idealised by some feminist writers about qualitative research
(Oakley, 1981). Thus, unlike Oakley (1981), my concerns with the analysis did not
lie with eradicating the development of the ‘biasing’ interview relationship, instead
they relate to examining these relations as part of each interview.
In drawing on my post-structuralist understandings of power relations, I became
aware of the ways in which the interviews were a site through which the young
women and myself engaged in a particular kind of ‘talk’ as young women. Our
exchanges seemed to be indicative of a genre of friendship (Wright, 1991b) where
the interviewee/interviewer relation was framed around trust, laughter and solidarity.
A post-structural lens also developed my attention to the interviews as a site of
confession. According to Harrison (1995), and McHoul and Grace (1993), the power
relations available in an interview can be framed in relation to the confessional.
Harrison (1995), for example, argues that the “non-directive interview is closely
related to the confession in both its discursive practice and its aims” (p.34). As
discussed in Chapter Two, Foucault (1978) defines the confession as a practice
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through which individuals examine themselves and position themselves as a subject
of discourse. It is also a context in which the individual is embedded in a particular
‘network’ of power relations which are based on a confessor/interpreter binary. In
terms of the health and physical activity interview context, the ritual of the
confession provides a powerful way through which the young women and myself
engaged with ourselves and each other. As Harrison (1995) argues, my position as
the interviewer “invest(ed) me with the authority to ask questions; to solicit and pass
judgement on the confession” (p.35). My position enabled me to interpret (and at
times to ‘absolve’) the young women’s ‘confessions.’ In contrast, the interviewee
position ‘required’ the young women to confess and tell ‘truths’ about themselves
and their experiences, and to examine their practices.

The Interviews: what to ask, what to talk about?
As part of the research, each of the twelve young women participated in
approximately eight to ten interviews which were organised around themes. To fit in
with the young women’s academic commitments, and to follow the young women
from school to their first year of work or tertiary study, the interviews were
scheduled in four rounds (see Table 1). The first round of interviews was conducted
between August and November 2000, and the second round of interviews was
conducted between February and May 2001. The third and fourth round of
interviews involved the young women participating in ‘catch up’ interviews. The
‘catch up’ interviews involved me asking a particular set of questions about their
meanings of health, the place of physical activity in their lives, and about their lives
in general. The third round commenced at the end of 2001, after the young women
had completed their Higher School Certificate (HSC), wand the fourth round of
interviews took place between March and September 2002.
Table 1: Outline of interview schedule and rounds of interviews
Year / interview round
2000

Interview Schedule
1. Introductory interview
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August – November

2. Health and fitness interview

Round one

3. Magazine interview
4. Olympics interview
(Note: Diaries and cameras given to participants)

2001

1. Catch-up/ use of time interview

February - May

2. Photography interview

Round Two

3. Mapping/ use of space interview
4. Observation interviews (also conducted during 2000 and
at the end of 2001)

2001

1. Catch up interview

October- December
Round Three
2002

1. Catch up interview

March- September
Round Four

The first interview in the schedule was the introductory interview. The purpose of
this interview was to gain an understanding of the place of physical activity in the
girls’ lives. I was interested not only in the types of physical activities they had
become involved in, but also why and how they got involved in them, and the
rationale behind their current participation in physical activity or their ‘nonparticipation.’ This interview involved the young women discussing their histories
and current experiences of physical activity. The young women were also asked
about their families and their participation in physical activity.
Following the introductory interview the young women participated in a health
interview. In this interview the young women were asked about their meanings of
health and fitness. They were asked to talk about ‘what health meant to them?’ and
‘how they knew when someone was healthy or not healthy?’ They were also asked
to talk about their perceptions of their health. For example, they were asked to rank
themselves on a scale of one to ten (with ten being the healthiest). The young
women were then asked to talk about what a person who, was a ‘ten’ (the
healthiest), would be like, do and look like. They were asked where and why they
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ranked themselves in terms of health, and if they wanted to change their health how
they would go about it. To gain a sense of the resources the young women drew
upon to define health, the young women were asked to talk about where they
received or obtained their health information.
As discussed in Chapter Four, the young women’s meanings of health were often
equated with appearance, and body shape and size. To explore this concept further,
and to explore the way the young women engaged with popular cultural texts to
define health and physical activity, I encouraged the young women to bring a
magazine of their choice to their third interview. I did this because I wanted the text
to be meaningful to them and one that they ‘related’ to. During this interview, the
young women flicked through the magazine, discussed the sections they had read,
and talked about the things they liked and disliked. I also asked the young women
about their perceptions of the body shapes and sizes in the magazines. Most of the
magazines brought in by the young women also had a health or fitness section,
which outlined different practices for ‘getting fit’ or ‘eating healthy.’ The magazines
were useful for stimulating discussion, especially around the topic of bodies. Some
of the young women did not bring a magazine to the interview because reading
magazines was not something they did regularly. During these interviews, the young
women were asked to speak generally about magazines and the images and bodies
represented in them.
Before the end of 2000 I met most of the young women for a final first round
interview. During this interview the young women were asked to talk about their
physical activity participation, that is, how things had changed since I had first
talked to them, and how they saw physical activity fitting into their life during their
final year of schooling. Since the Sydney 2000 Olympics had just finished, I also
took the opportunity to talk to them about their perceptions and experiences of the
Olympics – data which I have not drawn upon as part of this thesis.
As part of the final round one interview, the young women were each provided with
a day diary and disposable camera. The young women were asked to complete the
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ten day diary by writing everyday, listing and reflecting on the activities that they
were involved in throughout each day. The young women were asked to use the
cameras to take photos of their daily lives, and of the people and things important to
them. Both the day diary and photos were drawn upon to elicit discussion during
later interviews at the beginning of 2001.
At the beginning of 2001 I met the young women for a catch-up interview. As part
of this interview the young women were asked to talk about the activities and things
important to them in how they spent their time. To do this I drew upon their daydiaries. However, due to the time that had elapsed since completing the day diary,
we often talked generally about their use of time, both during school and the school
holidays. The purpose of this interview was to gain a sense of the place of physical
activity in the young women’s lives in relation to other activities and pursuits, such
as study, work, and time with friends and family.
During the first of the round two interviews I collected the disposable cameras and
had two copies of the photographs developed. One copy of each photograph was
filed as part of the Life Activity Project and the other copy was given to the
participants. As part of the next interview the young women were asked to discuss
and explain the photos they had taken using disposable cameras. This mode of data
collection is termed ‘participant photography’ and is a common ethnographic mode
of data collection (see for example, Walker, 1993; Preskill, 1995). In the interviews,
I used the photographs to encourage the young women to talk about the things that
were important to them - a process termed by visual ethnographers and sociologists
as photo elicitation (Harper, 1998; Prosser & Schwartz, 1998; Harper, 2000). Since
many of the young women took photos of their families, friends, pets and pastimes,
it seemed to be a useful and fun way for me to chat about, and be introduced to, the
things and people that were important to them. The photos were also a useful means
for asking about each young woman’s perceptions of her appearance and body, and
about how she felt about looking at herself in the photos.
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As part of the next interview, I drew upon maps of their local area to elicit
discussion about the young women’s use of local spaces and places. This involved
the young women highlighting the local spaces, such as their school, shopping
centre or local parks, which they had used or continued to use. During these
interviews the young women were also asked to talk about their perceptions of the
beach, the city and other areas and spaces important to them, such as the gym,
shopping centre, swimming pool or softball field. I was interested in exploring how
the young women made sense of these spaces and why they were important to them
in how they spent their time.
As well as interviewing the young women I also observed some of them whilst they
participated in their choice of physical activity. I observed some of the young
women playing competition hockey, tennis, water-polo and basketball, and
participating in recreational ten-pin bowling and roller blading. The observations
were useful because they allowed for the collection of information about the young
women’s engagement with physical activity. During the observations I made notes
about the participants’ use of their body in space and their reactions to specific
events. I also described the physical location and social interactions which took
place during the observation, including the interactions between the players,
coaches, referees, parents and spectators. I drew upon these notes to ask the young
women about specific incidents which had occurred during the observation, such as
– ‘How did it feel to take the penalty shots?;’ or, ‘How did it feel to intercept the
shot at goal?’; or ‘What’s it like playing with the crowd in the background?’ The
purpose of these questions was to gain a sense of the ‘physicality’ and physical
experience involved in the young women’s participation. It was also to gain a sense
of the things important to them in their physical activity participation. Some of the
young women, such as Angela, did not feel comfortable with me observing her at
the gym. As a consequence, during subsequent interviews, I asked her about her
experiences and what she liked and didn’t like about going to the gym. For those
whom I was able to observe, I generally met with them after the activity to talk
about their experience.
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At the end of 2001 and mid 2002 the young women were involved in catch-up
interviews. During these interviews, the young women discussed the place and
meaning of health and physical activity in their lives. They also talked about the
priorities in their lives, their future goals and about how they were spending their
time between each interview. Due to my concerns about the ways in which the
interviews themselves were sites in which particular discourses and practices around
health were clearly not being disrupted, as part of the final catch up interview, I
asked the young women to reflect on their involvement in my research, and to share
their thoughts on what it was like to talk about health, physical activity and bodies.

The school context
To gain a sense of both the school context, and the discursive meanings reproduced
by the schools in terms of the place of physical activity, health and school sport in
the lives of their students, I interviewed two physical and health education teachers
from each school. I also collected as much general information about each of the
schools’ priorities, ethos and policies. The majority of this information was accessed
through the schools’ websites. Physical and health education and school sport
policies and programs, from both schools, were also collected.
As part of the teacher interviews, the teachers were asked to talk about their
perceptions of sport and physical activity in the lives of their students. They were
also asked to talk about the content and practices they emphasised as part of their
physical and health education programs. The purpose of these interviews was to gain
a sense of the ways in which the teachers constructed particular meanings around the
place and role of school sport, physical activity and notions of health, in the lives of
their students.

Data Analysis
Both during the data collection, and once the data collection had ceased, the
practical decisions around the data analysis and data interpretation continued. These
decisions revolved around constructing ‘credible’ ways of dealing with, and
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approaching the data from, a post-structuralist perspective, informed by Foucauldian
conceptualisations of the subject and power.
Approaching the data
Since this research is informed by a post-structuralist perspective, the interview
transcripts were not conceptualised as ‘true speakings’ or evidence (Scheurich,
1997). The interview transcripts and language were instead examined as texts. This
was because I did not want to make claims about ‘knowing’ these young women’s
thoughts or feelings, as to do this would imply a humanist approach which, as
Henriques et al. (1984) argues, assumes the subject to be static and knowable. In
taking a post-structuralist approach, I refer to the young women’s statements and
talk as constructions. As much as possible, I avoid making ‘truth’ claims about the
young women’s talk, and the texts are seen as being constructed and analysed
through a complex range of power relations (Lee, 2000).
Not viewing interview texts as ‘true speakings’ does not mean that interviewing as a
means of data collection should be rejected. Instead, according to Scheurich (1997),
researchers “need to critically rethink what occurs in research interviewing and how
we report (represent) our results” (p.73). To add to this, Maynard (1994) argues that
researchers should be concerned with interpreting the data in ways that are
‘credible.’ In relation to feminist research, she suggests that:
perhaps the issue is not so much about objectivity (with its positivistic
connotations of facticity), nor of value-neutrality (and the supposed null effect
of the researcher on her research), as about the soundness and reliability of
feminist research. (p.25)
To be credible and critical, Scheurich (1997) and Maynard (1994) argue for
researchers to define their positionality and epistemological orientation, thus
‘recognising’ and communicating the ‘baggage’ they draw on, and the positions they
speak from, to make sense of the texts. While it is impossible to acknowledge all
positions I draw on to examine the young women’s talk, as discussed in Chapter
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One and two, my research lens is predominately framed within a feminist, poststructural perspective. This position, however, cannot be divorced from my position
as a young, white, ‘middle-class’ woman, and physical/health educator concerned
with the types of meanings around health and bodies reproduced in physical
education curricula.
Viewing interview texts, not as representations of ‘reality’ but as ambiguously
constructed, also involves conceptualising the texts as contingently constructed.
Scheurich (1997), for example, suggests that post-modern researchers should
consider and analyse the interview context as a discursive site. This task is taken up
by McLeod and Yates (1997) and McLeod (2000a) in their analyses of young
people’s subjectivities, and by Harrison (1995) in her analysis of young women’s
subjectivities. Conceptualising the interview text as contingent on the interview
context involves exploring the subject positions made available in the interview,
including those related to the researcher/researched relations and, for my research,
the subject positions and ways of speaking made available through young women
speaking together.

Working with the data and theory
After each interview the recordings were transcribed and then coded using the
software package NUD•IST 4, a tool for organising the undifferentiated sets of
interview transcripts and field notes into themes. The texts were coded in order to
take a more grounded approach to examining the young women’s talk. This
involved coding the major conceptual themes and issues which emerged throughout
the young women’s talk. So as to not lose sight of the specificity of the young
women’s talk, I tried, as much as possible, to develop themes which were both
common across the young women’s talk and also specific to individual young
women. The data was mainly coded under the following themes: ‘Why I participate
in physical activity?’; ‘People in my life’; ‘My meanings of health and fitness’; and
‘My use of time.’ Data was also coded under a ‘self’ node which related to the
young women’s talk about their interests, futures, and priorities.
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A Foucauldian informed analysis of the interview data also involved interrogating
the data (Burrows, 1997). This involved analysing the discourses reproduced in the
interview and other texts, and exploring both what was said and what was not said
(the absences and silences in the text) (Carabine, 2001). Interrogating the text from a
post-structural perspective also involved exploring how possibilities and patterns for
speaking evolved in relation to the power/knowledge nexus.
To interrogate the data I developed three sets of questions which extended the
secondary research questions outlined on page 42. These were analytical questions
and they allowed me to draw on Foucault’s conceptualisations of the self and
power/knowledge to interrogate the data in different ways. More specifically, the
analytical questions allowed for the exploration of, firstly, the dominant discourses
taken up in the young women’s talk, secondly, the self-constitution of the young
women, and, thirdly, the schools as sites of subjectivity construction. In establishing
these questions, it is important to point out that there is no one, definitive way of
performing a post-structural analysis.
The first set of analytical questions were developed to explore the dominant
discourses and discursive resources available to the young women to talk about
health and physical activity. This involved exploring the ways in which the young
women, in this study, participated in various discursive practices to allocate
‘meaning’ to various categories (Davies & Harre, 1990). For example, it involved
exploring the discursive sets of meanings that the young women drew on to define
and position subjects as healthy or unhealthy, physically active or inactive, or fit or
unfit. Such an approach is concerned with asking questions such as: ‘What are the
dominant discursive resources drawn on by the young women to talk about health
and physical activity?’; ‘What is not spoken about in relation to health and physical
activity?’; and, ‘How, and with what effects, have these ways of speaking about
health and physical activity come to have currency in the young women’s talk?’
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The second set of analytical questions were designed to explore the ways in which
the young women were involved in their own self-constitution. To explore this I
drew on Foucault’s notions of the ‘technologies of the self.’ This involved asking:
‘In what ways do the young women ‘know’ themselves in relation to dominant
health and physical activity discourses, and in relation to notions around the ideal
body?’; ‘What ‘ethical’ beings do they work towards becoming?’; ‘How do the
young women govern themselves in relation to health and fitness discourses?’;
‘How do the young women work to maintain a particular invested subject-position
in relation to dominant health and physical activity discourses?’; and, ‘What are the
investments and consequences for the young women taking a particular position in
relation to health and physical activity discourses?’
The third set of analytical questions were developed to analyse the school as a site
of subjectivity construction. From a post-structural perspective, the school is
conceptualised as an institutional site through which discursive sets of ‘truths’ and
ways of thinking, speaking and ‘knowing’ are reproduced. It is through these sets of
‘truths’ that subjects are constructed and subjectivities made available. Thus,
schools are interpreted as interpellating particular subjects through historical and
cultural contingent sets of ‘truths’ and through pedagogical practices. In analysing
the documents and teacher interviews from the two schools I asked: ‘What
discursive sets of meanings are reproduced by the schools in relation to the place of
school sport, and physical and health education, in the lives of their students?’;
‘How do these meanings anticipate a particular subject and a particular future for
their students?’; ‘In what ways are the meanings of school sport and physical health
education gendered and classed?;’ and, ‘What are the implications for the
reproduction of these meanings for the lives, futures and subjectivities of the young
women?’

Writing up and presenting the data
In order to reflect the different approaches used in my analysis, I have structured the
analysis into three chapters. The first, Chapter Four, draws on the Foucauldian
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notion of the ‘technologies of the self’ to explore the complex ways in which three
of the young women (Karen, Kim and Chrissie) negotiate their meanings of health
and fitness. I decided to write about three young women, instead of all fourteen
participants, because it allowed me to take an in-depth approach to exploring the
young women’s talk. More specifically, it allowed me to explore the shifting and
complex subject positions that the young women took up and spoke from in relation
to dominant notions of health, and to explore the self-work they invested in to
maintain these positions. To complement this in-depth analysis I have presented the
majority of Karen, Kim and Chrissie’s interview texts in the form of long, shaded
quotes, which help demonstrate the ways the young women took up discursive
positions and negotiated their subjectivities within the interviews. I chose long
quotes to avoid, where possible, the fragmentation of the young women’s talk, and
to provide the reader with the opportunity to gain a sense of the context in which the
young women’s talk was constructed.
Chapter Five explores all fourteen young women’s meanings of physical activity. It
is concerned with examining the discursive resources available to the young women
to talk about their sensual engagement with physical activity. To do this, Chapter
Five is structured into themes which emerged from all of the young women’s talk. In
this chapter, all of the young women’s interview transcripts are drawn on to explore
the similar and different ways that they construct the place of physical activity in
their lives.
Finally, Chapter Six examines the two schools, Bloomsbury and Sunnydale, as sites
of subjectivity construction. It examines the types of students anticipated by the
schools’ pedagogic and student welfare priorities, by the physical and health
education and school sport policies and programs, and, by the physical and health
education teachers. To examine the implications for the reproduction of particular
forms of subjectivities and selves in the school texts, I briefly return to the young
women’s lives and talk.
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___________________________________________________________________

CHAPTER 4
YOUNG WOMEN NEGOTIATING MEANINGS OF HEALTH, FITNESS AND
BODIES

___________________________________________________________________
Introduction
The purpose of this chapter is to explore the complex ways young women construct
notions of health and fitness in relation to dominant notions of femininity and the
body. It examines the particular discursive and invested positions the young women
adopt in their talk about health as well as exploring the dominant sets of ‘truths’
available to the young women to come to talk about health and fitness. However,
given that this study is premised on a Foucauldian conceptualisation of the self and
the social that aims to move beyond a discourse deterministic perspective, simply
acknowledging the dominant health discourses available to the young women is
only half the task. In particular, what I am interested in is understanding how
different young women draw on, and engage with, particular discourses around
health to constitute themselves as embodied ‘healthy’ subjects.
This chapter is structured in a way that aims to gain a sense of the complex ways
the young women negotiate their subjectivities in relation to meanings of health and
fitness. To do this I first conceptualise the ways in which constructions of health
and femininity intersect by drawing on feminist literature of the body. I then present
an overview of the meanings of health which were articulated by all the young
women. Across all of their talk, health is overwhelmingly constructed as a moral,
individualistic imperative, which is linked to body weight and shape, and which is
also linked to constructions of the ‘ideal’ feminine body. Whilst the overview of the
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young women’s talk about health and fitness is a useful means for examining the
discursive meanings available to the young women, it does not allow for an
understanding of the complex ways the young women negotiate these meanings and
the work they do to maintain their positions in relation to dominant and not so
dominant health discourses. This task is taken up in the second half of this chapter
and involves the in-depth analysis of three young women’s talk about health and
fitness.

Health, femininity and the body
The positioning of the body, in relation to femininity, has been discussed and
critiqued by feminist writers, including Bartky (1988), Bordo (1988; 1989), Gatens
(1988; 1991) and Grosz (1994). These writings allow for an understanding of the
corporeal practices taken up by women in Western society in relation to cultural
ideals of femininity. They also provide insights into the complex ways in which
individuals draw on cultural discourses around the body in order to constitute their
subjectivities.

The body in feminist writing
Feminist literature continues to grapple with issues of the gendered-body subject.
The body has become an important focus of feminist writing because, according to
Bartky (1988), Bordo (1988; 1989), Gatens (1988; 1991) and Cranny-Fancis
(1995), femininity has been historically constituted in relation to the body; that is,
the body has become a site through which femininity is defined. This western
feminine/body relationship has been influenced by Cartesian, dualistic thinking
where women were associated with the body and men the mind (Cranny-Francis,
1995). Many feminist writes draw on this conceptualisation of the feminine/body
relation to examine the ways in which feminine bodies are discursively constituted
and ‘inscribed’ with meaning (Bordo, 1988; 1989).
For example, Bartky (1988) and Bordo (1989; 1993) draw on Foucault’s early work
on the body to examine how the disciplinary practices of dieting, exercising, bodily
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comportment and beauty rituals work as part of a power regime that is organised to
produce a feminine-subject that is tied to the body. Bartky (1988) argues that these
practices reproduce a feminine subject that is defined in terms of a particular body
shape. Ultimately, the female subject is tied to “a body designed to please or to
excite” (Bartky, 1988, p.81) and a body that is valued for its ornamental purpose.
This body, as reproduced by contemporary consumer culture, is constructed as
youthful, passive and ‘slim.’ As Bartky (1988) argues, it is a body which is
presumed to be obtainable by all, but which no one possesses - an ‘egalitarian’
ideal. This notion works to persuade women to invest in beauty and weight
maintenance practices. Women are persuaded to participate in a range of practices
to bring them closer to the ideal. It also leads to the internalisation of the patriarchal
gaze by women, bringing about the constant surveillance of their own, and other
women’s, weight, diet and level of investment into beauty practices (Bordo, 1989).
According to Bordo (1989; 1993) and Shilling (1993), the ‘ideal’ trim, toned,
youthful, female (and increasingly male) body is associated with health and fitness.
It is a body valued by medical and health institutions as being natural and healthy
(Burns, 1993; Lupton, 1995). It is ascribed with virtue and associated with a subject
that is morally ‘correct’ (Bordo, 1993). Conversely, an ‘overweight’ body, or a
body that is not the ideal mesomorphic shape, is deemed to be undesirable, ‘out of
control’ and ‘deviant.’ Through such constructions there seems to be a conflation of
what it means to be a ‘healthy subject’ with the ‘ideal,’ ‘desired’ feminine subject.
As a consequence, practices, such as exercise and dieting, have become disciplines
adopted in the pursuit of a ‘healthy’ and slender, ‘desired’ feminine body.
The conceptualisation of a historically constituted feminine subject, that is regulated
and valued in relation to the body, provides a means of making sense of the
discourses that link femininity and the body, and that construct the spaces of
possibilities for women to constitute themselves. This notion, however, is critiqued
for emphasizing a discourse deterministic approach and for ignoring the lived
experiences of women (Shilling, 1991; Bordo, 1993; Wright & Dewar, 1997).
According to Grosz (1994), such an approach ignores the self-forming
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characteristics of the subject, and the ‘strategic’ ways that women ‘work’ on
themselves in relation to the discourses reproduced by the traditional notions of
femininity. Grosz (1994) argues that Bartky (1988) and Bordo (1992) construct a
body that seems to be reducible to discourse, whilst at the same time romanticising
the notion of a pre-discursive ‘natural’ body. She points out that, whilst Bartky
“stresses the production of pleasure in feminine practices and preoccupations, this
seems more a by-product than the adoption of a strategically resistant use of selfsurveillance” (Wright & Dewar, 1997, p.144). As a consequence, the feminine
subject, and the practices that are adopted by women, are seen as forms of
submission to patriarchal expectations and codes.
To overcome the positioning of women as ‘cultural dupes’ and submitters to
patriarchal imperatives, Grosz (1994) also argues that it is important to recognise
masculinity as not being a neutral, free position that is formed outside of patriarchal
disciplinary power. As discussed in Chapter Two, Grosz (1994) suggests that we
need to think about both the feminine and masculine body as never being outside of
discourse. She states that:
All of us, men as much as women, are caught up in modes of self-production
and self-observation; these modes may entwine us in various networks of
power, but never do they render us merely passive and compliant. They are
constitutive of bodies and subjects. It is not as if a subject outside these
regimes is in any sense more free of constraint, less amenable to social power
relations, or close to a state of nature. (p.144)
Instead of placing an emphasis on the ‘amount’ of surveillance or disciplinary
techniques adopted by men and women, Grosz (1994) focuses on the “differential
production” (p.144) of subjects and selves in relation to masculinity and femininity.
As highlighted in Chapter Two, Grosz (1994) goes beyond a discourse reductionist
perspective to conceptualise the body, and the subject, as being ‘actively’ part of the
constitution of the self. She states that:
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the various procedures for inscribing bodies, marking out different bodies,
categories, types of norms, are not simply imposed on the individual from
outside; they do not function coercively but are sought out. They are
commonly undertaken voluntarily and usually require the active compliance
of the subject. (p.143)
As discussed in Chapter Two, I, like Grosz (1994), stress the self-formation
capacities of the self with recourse to Foucault’s notion of the ‘techniques of selfproduction.’ This notion assumes that discourses do not exist on their own.
Discourses are constructed and reconstructed by individuals who draw on a matrix
of competing and multiple discourses to continuously construct a sense of self that
is stable and ‘ethical.’ From this perspective, there is no standard way that
individuals negotiate their subjectivities in relation to the ‘ideal.’ Individuals are
viewed as constantly negotiating and working on themselves to constitute
themselves as particular ‘ethical’ subjects. Part of conceptualising the ‘work’ that
the individual performs on the self, involves taking into account the lived
experiences of the body and the constitutive role that daily practice and everyday
relationships play in the construction of the self. To think about the ways in which
the young women’s culturally embedded corporeal experiences contribute to the
formation of their subjectivities, and meanings around health and fitness, I draw
upon Kristeva’s (1982) notion of abjection and abject bodies.

The Abject body
Kristeva’s (1982) notion of abjection, according to Williams and Bendelow (1998)
and Young (1990a), provides a way of linking the lived experiences of the body to
the cultural and the symbolic. Young (1990a) describes abjection as:
the feeling of loathing and disgust the subject has in encountering certain
matter, images, and fantasies – the horrible, to which it can only respond with
aversion, with nausea and distraction. The abject is at the same time
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fascinating; it draws the subject in order to repel it. The abject is meaningless,
repulsive in an irrational, unrepresentable way. (p.143)
Abjection is a feeling of repulsion that disturbs all that we know and feel about
ourselves as being ‘right,’ correct and stable. It is an experience of feeling disgust
towards objects and subjects that we associate with being horrible. The feeling of
disgust is a powerful one as it constructs the boundaries of our sense of selves and
subjectivities2 (Kristeva, 1982; Young, 1990a; Butler, 1993; Mansfield, 2000).
Abjection thus reinforces the borders “separating self and other” (Young, 1990a,
p.145). This process of separating the self from the other is continuous. Drawing
upon Kristeva’s notion of abjection, Mansfield (2000) argues that the self “remains
in process, forever trying to establish itself, forever pushing away those things that
relentlessly challenge its limits” (p.83). From this perspective, Mansfield (2000)
argues that what we desire is ‘order’ and control because an “ordered subjectivity is
a comfort, but it is also a burden, and we flirt endlessly with what may be outside its
limits” (p.87).
Whilst the notion of abjection, as a corporeal experience is a ‘covert’ process
through which the self is constituted, it is also the process through which we
produce discursive boundaries of the self in relation to the Other (Weiss, 1999).
Thus, the notion of abjection allows for an understanding of the hostile reactions of
individuals to some groups that are defined as ‘Other’ or not the ‘norm.’ These
groups are often seen as fearful or ugly, and, in western contemporary culture
include “old people, gay men and lesbians, disabled people and fat people” (Young,
1990a, p.124), along with women and individuals from non-Anglo-Saxon cultural
backgrounds.

2

The experience of abjection, according to Young (1990a), Butler (1993), Grosz (1994)
and Mansfield (2000), leads to an ambiguity and uncertainty that threatens or disturbs the
boundaries of a subject’s congruent sense of self. Whilst this uncertainty is the source of an
unstable subjectivity, it simultaneously restores our sense of self – that is, to defend our
coherent sense of self, we turn away in disgust.
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According to Butler, (1993) abjection creates spaces for bodies and subjects that
historically ‘matter’ or count, and conversely, discursively delimits bodies and
subjects that do not count. Butler (1993) terms this the “exclusionary matrix” (p.3),
which is the process of exclusion through which subjects are simultaneously formed
in relation to abject others. These abject beings are subjects that constitute the
outside of the ‘norm,’ thereby fortifying the ‘norm’ and the “ways of living that
count” (p.16). In thinking about the construction of selves, in relation to abject
others, Butler (1993) suggests that it is important to:
think about how and to what end bodies are constructed as is it will be to
think about how and to what end bodies are not constructed and, further, to
ask after how bodies which fail to materialize provide the necessary
“outside,” if not the necessary support, for the bodies which, in materializing
the norm, qualify as bodies that matter. (p.16)
What jumps to mind so vividly as an example, is the obese or overweight body as
the body that reinforces the ‘normal/healthy/slim’ body. This abject ‘unhealthy’
body is constituted by medical discourses as the antithesis to ‘normal,’ ‘healthy’
body. Medical discourses are powerful regimes, because, as Young (1990a) argues,
they ascribe abject bodies with specific attributes or characteristics. These are
characteristics different from the ‘normal/healthy/slim’ (but not too slim) body.
This ‘healthy/slim’ body takes up a neutral, value-free space – it is a body that is
taken-for-granted as ‘normal,’ universal and supposedly attainable by all.
Consequently, the abject bodies that do not fit the norm are marked out as being
deviant and abnormal. The abject body is not the ‘natural’ body. It is a body that
‘can,’ ‘should,’ and ‘must’ be avoided, controlled or fixed through an individual’s
vigilant investment into ‘health’ practices. Such a body shape or size suggests that
an individual has deviated from the norm because of his/her own lack of investment
into ‘correct’ health practices. The obese body is an abject body, not just for its
physical form but for what it has come to ‘represent’ – a subject that is unethical,
self-indulgent and immoral.
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This is relevant to my research as the obese or overweight body, as understood
within the context of medical discourses, intersects with notions of femininity to
produce a pervasive set of meanings about what it means to be a ‘desirable’ young
woman. The obese body is one body which is constituted by the young women in
my study as the abject Other. Other examples of abject bodies/subjects, which were
drawn on by the young women, include those that seem unfeminine, too feminine,
lazy, old, ‘ethnic,’ too worked, not worked enough and ‘working’ classed. The
young women negotiate their subjectivities in relation to these bodies and subjects
in multiple, fluid and complex ways. These abject bodies construct the ‘ethical’
beings the young women aspire to ‘become’ by defining the ‘unethical’ outside to
the ‘ideal,’ and so, defining the ‘ethical ideal.’

Young women’s meanings of health: an overview
During the interviews, and particularly the ‘health and fitness’ and ‘catch up’
interviews, the young women were asked to define health and to describe what
health meant to them. While there were similarities in the ways the young women
talked about health, differences also emerged. Chrissie and Kim, for example, were
the only two young women to talk about health in relation to not getting sick or not
having a disease. Faye, Tomiko and Nat talked about health in relation to getting
enough sleep and not feeling tired. Kim described the five dimensions of health,
such as physical, social, mental, spiritual and emotional health. She called this a
‘holistic’ view of health, often found in World Health Organisation (WHO)
definitions repeated in school physical and health education text books. The
emotional dimensions of health were talked about occasionally by some of the other
young women. For instance, Chrissie talked about health as “being happy,” while
Angela talked about health as not only being “happy,” but also not being depressed.
For Nat, health involved “being able to healthily deal with stuff and situations,”
such as her parents fighting or making decisions on the softball field, and finally,
Faye talked about health in terms of having confidence.
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The most common definition of health, taken up by all the young women, was a
physical definition. This often involved them linking the notion of ‘health’ to
‘fitness’ and the capabilities of the body. It also involved the young women linking
health with the prescriptive practices of diet or eating, and exercise. As exemplified
in the following quotes, when answering the questions, “What do you think health
is?”; “How do you define health?”; or “What is the meaning of health in your life?,”
the young women commonly talked about eating the ‘right food’ and eating the
right amount of food, along with exercising or participating in physical activity, as
being integral to attaining health:
Faye:

Well, I think that confidence is a good thing, but also to be aware
of um, you know, eating the right things, but also not trying to
diet. Like not trying to cut back on what you eat but eating
healthier and also do lots of exercise. (Health interview, 2000,
Text unit 18)

Tomiko:

I think it’s just being active. Yeah, I think if you are active like
doing sport, I think it’s healthy and just eating really, just eating
heaps of different things; not like the really strict healthy stuff, but
just a mixture of things is really good. (Post-HSC interview, 2001,
Text Unit: 108)

Chrissie:

I think that it is sort of being well within your self. I don’t know.
It is hard to define without using healthy. It’s sort of… um,
healthy is about eating the right foods and sort of um. It is sort of
a combination between exercise and eating the right foods.
(Health interview, 2000, Text Unit: 25)

Angela:

Health? Um, being fit. Just being fit. I don’t know. Being healthy,
um, that’s all I can say, is that being fit is being healthy. I mean
like you eat right and you do a little bit of physical activity and
that’s the way you are going to keep healthy. (Health interview,
2000, Text Unit: 29)

A definition of health which emphasis food and exercise is also taken up by the
students in a New Zealand study discussed by Burrows et al. (2002). Burrows and
her colleagues examined students’ responses to questions relating to health and
fitness in the New Zealand National Educational Monitoring Project. In examining
the responses from 2880 year four and year eight students, Burrows et al. (2002)
describe how the majority of the young people in their study unproblematically list
66

diet and exercise as ‘prescriptions’ for health and wellbeing. Like the young people
discussed in the New Zealand study, the young women in this study equated health
with individualistic practices. In their talk, health was constructed as being attained
through an individual’s effort and choice.
Balance was also a common theme that occurred frequently in the young women’s
talk about food and physical activity. This was primarily in relation to maintaining a
correct ratio of energy input versus energy output ratio. Self-management and the
close monitoring of eating and exercise was required to avoid the risk of ‘excess
energy,’ which was feared as having the potential of being stored as ‘fat.’ Bodyshape and size were thus constructed as indicators of an individual’s ‘management’
of their energy input vs output ratio, with an ‘efficient’ energy ratio being
represented in the appearance of a ‘slim,’ ‘toned’ body.
The young women also talked about having a balance in relation to eating the right
types and amount of food. In doing so, the young women drew on dominant
nutritional discourses, which are reproduced in popular culture and many school
health and physical education curricula, to classify foods as ‘good’ or ‘bad.’
Generally, ‘bad’ foods were those perceived as containing ‘fat,’ and therefore, only
to be eaten occasionally. These foods included takeaway food, cheese and
chocolate. In comparison, foods, such as fresh fruits and vegetables, and meat, were
cited by the young women as ‘healthy’ or ‘good’ food that should be consumed
regularly.
This notion of health, as constructed through both the energy input/output equation,
and the dualistic notion of good food vs bad food, is a pervasive resource which all
the young women engaged with to judge their own and others’ health. The
following quote exemplifies the complex negotiation involved in living out a
‘healthy balance’ in relation to the energy in vs the energy out equation, and in
relation to eating the ‘right’ foods. In this quote, Faye and Melinda talk about the
difficulty related to, on the one hand, eating the right foods and the right amount of
foods, and on the other hand, not over eating and not dieting:
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Gabrielle:
Faye:
Gabrielle:
Faye:

So what would you define as being important in relation to health?
In relation to what you should do?
Yeah, whatever.
Well I think that confidence is a good thing, but also to be aware
of um, you know eating the right things, but also not trying to diet.
Like not trying to cut back on what you eat but eating healthier
and also do lots of exercise.
Melinda: Yeah, I’m totally against diets. I don’t think, like I think that they
are just a crock.
Faye:
Yeah, and basically I think you need to get lots of sleep as well
and stuff like that. So basically having an active life and still
enjoying what you want to eat and stuff like that.
Melinda: Mmmmm.
Gabrielle: Do you think that you are healthy? Like do you have a healthy
diet?
Melinda: I think that I sort of do because I’m cautious a little bit, like I sort
of think, you know, ‘if I eat this am I going to be able to use up all
the energy that I am getting from it? Because if you don’t then it
sort of gets stored as fat, you know. So I sort of think, ‘Oh I’m not
going to do much exercise, maybe I shouldn’t eat that Macca’s
burger.’ So that is sort of what veers me away from unhealthy
food. I’m against chocolate. No chocolate. I don’t like the taste of
it. I don’t like anything about it, yeah.
(Faye & Melinda, Health interview, 2000, Text Unit: 15-23)
It is clear from Faye and Melinda’s talk that the notion of a ‘healthy-balance’
requires the young women to constantly monitor their actions in relation to the rules
of ‘eating right’ and ‘exercising.’
Another aspect of the healthism discourse, constantly taken up by the young
women, was the notion that health equalled fitness, which was manifested in an
individual’s body shape and appearance. Through this construction, bodies are
classified through a valorised binary opposition, which equates a ‘slim,’ ‘toned’
body with ‘health’ and ‘fitness,’ and a ‘fat’ body with laziness and unhealthiness.
The positioning of bodies through this equation is evidenced in the following quote
from Felicia. In this quote, Felicia talks about what a healthy person would be like
on a health scale from one to ten, with ten being the healthiest. She describes her
friend as being an exemplary of a ‘ten’ because she exercises regularly, eats the
‘right’ foods and what is most significant is that this is manifested in her body:
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Actually I do know someone like that. It was one of my friends. She works
out everyday in her lunch break. She has an hour lunch break, she goes to her
gym; they have a gym. But she stays there for two hours, not one hour. When
she goes out she buys a bottle of water and before she used to just eat a tin of
tuna, something with a savoury kind of flavour and that's all she could eat.
And now she eats like a salad and she goes to the fruit shop and buys her fruit.
That's probably a ten for me. She's like tanned, she's toned, she's tall, she's
skinny; she's really beautiful. That's a ten. (Felicia, 2001, post-HSC interview,
text unit: 221)
For the young women, participating in ‘healthy’ behaviours to develop fitness and
therefore maintain or work on their body shape seemed to be about more than just
looking ‘fit’ and ‘healthy,’ it was also about looking and being ‘desirable.’ This
demonstrates the intersection of notions of femininity and health; both exercise and
diet are more than practices of health, they are practices which are tied to working
on the body to become the ‘ideal’ feminine subject.
The prevalence of the linking of weight and body shape with health in the young
women’s constructions of health is not so surprising, especially given the power of
the prevalent discourse of the ideal ‘thin,’ feminine body and the dominance of the
healthism discourse reproduced in, and by, the media, popular culture, fitness
industry and physical and health education curricula. While the healthism discourse,
as it intersects with notions of femininity, provides a dominant resource available to
the young women through which they defined themselves, their health and their
bodies, what is also important to point out is the different ways in which the young
women negotiated their positions in relation to the discourse. This involves
exploring the ways in which the young women took up and engaged with both
health and femininity discourses to constitute their subjectivities.

Young women negotiating their subjectivities in relation to health and fitness
So far I have discussed the ways in which all fourteen young women talked about
health and fitness. Clearly, from this talk, health is constructed as being attainable
through individualistic practices of exercise and eating, with health being read off
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an individual’s weight and body-shape. Given Foucault’s conceptualisation of
individuals as actively involved in their own self-constitution, what is also required
is an exploration of the complex and different ways the young women managed
their subjectivities in relation to dominant health discourses. To gain an
understanding of the young women’s subjectivity construction, and their
engagement with their bodies in relation to health and femininity, I have drawn on
Foucault’s conceptualisation of the ‘technologies of the self’ to construct the
following analytical questions: ‘How do the young women come to ‘know’
themselves and their bodies in relation to a healthism discourse and the ‘ideal’
feminine body?’; ‘What ethical beings do the young women aspire to become?’;
‘How do the young women govern themselves in relation to the rules of the
healthism discourse?’; ‘What practices do the young women draw on to maintain a
position in relation to the healthism discourse?’ and, ‘What are the implications for
the young women taking particular discursive positions in relation to the healthism
discourse and the ‘ideal’ feminine body?’ I argue that the application of Foucault’s
notion of the ‘technologies of the self’ will contribute to developing a way of
understanding the young women, not as ‘cultural dupes,’ but as actively involved in
their self-constitution. In doing so, such an approach will work to extend
understandings of young women’s subjectivity constitution in relation to health,
femininity and the body.
In the following sections I address these questions in relation to Karen, Kim and
Chrissie’s talk about health and fitness. I chose to discuss these three young women
because of the differences and similarities in their talk in relation to health and
fitness. In their talk, these three young women construct themselves as both very
different and yet similar feminine subjects, and as a consequence, seemed to
manage their position in relation to health discourses in quite different ways. These
similarities and differences emerged despite the young women being a similar age,
living in the same city, and being positioned as ‘white’ or ‘Anglo’ ‘Australians.’
That is, it seemed that despite their similar social positioning as young, ‘white,’
women, who resided in the same city, these three young women came to take up
and manage different positions in relation to health discourses.
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It is the examination of the different and nuanced ways these three young women
engaged with health discourses that I am interested in exploring. To do this, I have
selected and shaded sections of the three young women’s interview transcripts.
These sections were chosen using a vector intersect search in the software package
NUD•IST. This search allowed me to locate all of Karen, Kim and Chrissie’s talk
about health and to then capture the major themes that emerged in their talk about
health.

Karen
The text from Karen’s health interview best exemplifies her talk about health and
fitness, both in how she defines health and how she engages in certain health
behaviours in her everyday life. Karen consistently talked about food, exercise and
health in relation to weight and body shape. This is most evident in her health
interview when she was asked to define health. During this interview Karen was
asked questions which involved her elaborating what ‘health’ meant to her, for
example, she was asked to clarify what ‘eating right’ involved and to describe what
her ‘goals’ for exercising were.
Karen’s health interview took place in August 2000 in her home. It was the second
time I had met with Karen. It was during this second interview that Karen talked
about her eating practices and exercise routine for the first time. My field notes
describe my reaction to what I thought was her ‘changed’ position:
I went to Karen’s house. I was surprised when she explained that she has
worked hard to lose 15kgs since January and that she wants to lose another 15
kgs. She didn’t feel comfortable talking about this when her brother entered
the room. I was surprised because weight and body image weren’t important
during her first interview. (Gabrielle’s field notes 18.8.00)
From her first interview, I had begun to construct a notion of Karen as a young
woman who loved sport and physical activity, and whose motivation lay with a
sense of physicality experienced through competency and pleasure. At this stage
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Karen had made no mention of health practices or investments in a body project that
focused on working on the body to achieve her ‘ideal,’ thin body. As a consequence
I was quite shocked when she explained, during her second interview, her plans to
“lose about another 15 kilos to be happy.”
During her health interview I asked Karen to define health and fitness. In the first
section of the text below, Karen defines health in relation to “eating right” and
exercising. As discussed earlier in this chapter, this is not unlike many of the other
young women in this study and other young people in Burrows et al.’s (2002) study.
In Karen’s response there is a sense that she is repeating an answer learned from the
physical and health education curriculum or repeating an answer that is ‘generally’
understood, including by me, the researcher. She also seems quite dismissive of the
importance of the health imperatives in her life. There seems to be a difference,
however, between articulating this knowledge and how it is lived out in her
everyday life. For example, in the rest of the text, Karen primarily aligns health
with fitness which, according to her, is manifested in an individual’s body shape
and weight. Her investment into this dominant health discourse is deeply felt
through, on the one hand, the pleasures associated with living out the discourse and
desiring the ‘healthy,’ ‘thin’ body, and on the other hand, the abhorrence felt in
relation to practices and a body which are not constructed by her as ‘healthy.’

Karen’s Year 11 Health Interview
Date: 8/08/02
Text Unit: 14-17
Gabrielle: What is your definition of health?
Karen:
Um, health. It is trying to be fit. Um, eating healthy food, you
know, having a balance of food and all that stuff. Getting
enough exercise. Basically all that type of stuff.
Gabrielle: Would you say that you’re pretty healthy?
Karen:
Oh, I don’t know about that. I’m not very fit. I try to eat the
right foods all the time, accept for the occasional pizza, haha.
But I don’t know. I think that I get through life, you know,
maybe I could try to be a bit healthier. I guess. Try to get
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fit. In summer I try to do a bit more exercise but winter it’s
too cold around here, way too cold in the night time.
Text Unit 88-105
Gabrielle: So you mentioned before about health that it involved eating
right, what did you mean?
Karen:
Oh, like I try to, like it’s not a matter of eating vegies and
fruit and stuff like that. Like I like it and I’ll eat it if it is put
down in front of me, but otherwise I couldn’t be bothered to
go the freezer and cook some vegies, like I mean, come on no
way, haha. But I mean, like earlier this year I was like fatter
than I am now, like really, I had about 15kilos extra on me.
Yeah, and I was really determined to lose the weight. So I
started on a diet type thing. Not necessarily a diet but I
exercised regularly, ‘cause it was summer and I just cut down
from eating, like I would have five meals a day and then I
would have about five things in between each meal. And it was
just making me sick, thinking about it, like now it makes me
sick thinking about how much I ate. Now I have roughly three
muffins, the English muffins, I would have three of them a
day and that would do me for the whole day. Yep, that’s all I
would eat, muffins all day. And I loved it. But now after the
holidays, because in the holidays I just eat what I want and
now I find that I am eating more again. Not necessarily more,
I just find that I eat two meals a day instead of one. Before
it would be three muffins a day and I hardly drank anything. I
was healthy on that. I felt fine. All my friends at school said,
“You’re malnutritioned.” But I felt great, you know, losing all
this weight and being able to run onto a hockey field. And I
mean even people were noticing that I could run more on a
hockey field. They were saying “Gees, you are fitter than you
used to be!” It made me feel great and I was healthy. I wasn’t
getting hungry at all. Like I still don’t get hungry. The only
reason why I eat more now is, like, I see something now, like,
I see something nice and I think “Oh, it’s not going to hurt me
that much.” haha. Like, the only time I do eat two meals a day
is if I have got a test. And that’s to wake me up in the
morning. I have to have breakfast. And then I have dinner.
Gabrielle: You don’t have any lunch?
Karen:
No, I don’t get hungry. I mean, I sit there and watch my
friends eat at lunchtime and it just makes me sick, seriously,
all the junk food that they indulge in. I don’t like it. Like, I
mean I have never been fond of chocolate, like, I’ll eat it, sure
it’s nice, but you know, I don’t, like, one of my friends takes
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Gabrielle:
Karen:

Gabrielle:
Karen:

Gabrielle:
Karen:

Gabrielle:
Karen:

Gabrielle:
Karen:

two chocolate bars to school everyday and that just makes me
sick. I just can’t. My skin feels better, it’s not as oily. I just
feel so much better. You know, I cut down a few sizes in
clothes and that can’t do any harm, so I feel much better.
So how did you go about this (weight loss)?
I think I just got sick of, you know, having to, you know, go to
larger sizes in clothes or things like that. I just wanted to be
a little bit smaller. Probably the media influenced me a bit,
you know, like ‘popstars,’ but you know, like Britney Spears and
you’ve got all those teen symbols and they are all nice, skinny,
perfect and tanned. So I think that they influenced me a
little bit; they kept me going and got me motivated, you know.
So I just really wanted to lose some weight.
Did you want to look like them?
I would say yeah, but it was just a matter of getting, like, I
kept on telling my self that it was just to get fit for hockey.
But really it was to lose some weight, clean up a bit, you know,
get all the oil and grease out of me. Just, it felt so much
better afterwards. Probably towards the end a bit, it was for
looking a certain way. But not now, ‘cause I don’t do my
exercise any more. I just do what I want, when I want.
There’s no strict routine. Before I would do an hour of
exercise every night.
And what would that involve?
I’d start at about eight at night. I’d go out and ride my bike
around for about an hour and a half. And then I would come
home and do another hour in my bedroom. You know, sit ups,
push ups, you know, a bit of karate and everything, you know
self defence, that type of stuff.
Did you have a certain amount of each that you would do?
Yeah, I would have a time limit cause I am trying to build up
my strength, just a bit. ‘Cause I’ve got really weak arms. So I
know a few exercise to get your legs working and every thing
like that. So I would have a set plan. I would do a minute of it,
like the one when you lay on your back and put your legs up.
And then I would push it up the next time. And that was the
same for sit-ups and pushes ups, just do a bit more every
night. God, push-ups are hard. When I used to do karate I
used to be super fit. I could do 100 push ups on my knuckles.
Now I’m lucky to do ten girlie push ups, haha.
What were your goals?
To lose weight, to get fit for hockey, probably to clean up my
skin, ‘cause I knew if I didn’t eat as much junk food then I
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wouldn’t get as much junk food and stuff. And, um, I just
wanted to look a bit better. You know how you feel? You know,
you feel better if you are what you want to be and I’m still
not. I would like to be skinnier than this, but, you know.
Gabrielle: Why?
Karen:
Well, I would like to get fitter for hockey and the fitter you
are the better you are. And I feel better about myself, once
you are where you want to be with weight wise and everything,
you know. I mean you see obese people, you know, fatter
people, at swimming pools and they are wearing shirts over
their swimmers and you feel sorry for them. That’s why I’d
like to get to a point where I am happy with my weight and
the way I look and everything like that, you know. So, I’d still
like to lose a bit of weight but at the moment it’s not
happening, haha. No, I’m staying about average at the moment,
which is ok, like at least it’s better than putting it back on.
But in summer I plan to lose at least another 10-15 kilos.
Gabrielle: And how will you go about that?
Karen:
Well, the regular exercise would come back into action. So
about two hours in the night-time. I wouldn’t be doing hockey
which would be a down-fall and I wouldn’t have soccer either,
but I’m starting up either indoor soccer or indoor hockey, so
that would be alright, and, um, I wouldn’t have training, but
generally I’m outside all the time. When I get home I dump
my bag in, get changed and run outside. And I find that I get
more exercise doing that than anything else. You know running
around with the little kids next door trying to score a try. It
seems like, I can actually feel it, like I sweat and everything,
you can feel everything coming off. At hockey I don’t
necessarily need to sweat cause I get too lazy. I just say ‘oh
the backs can get that.’ You know, it’s a different atmosphere.
Text Unit 42-49
Gabrielle: How do you feel if you missed out on a game (of hockey)?
Karen:
Oh terrible. Yeah, we have bye-games this season, so it’s
terrible. I feel terrible. I can’t stand it. And if we don’t have
training either, nup I hate it. I just have to do something and
I mean if we don’t do anything then I just have to go for a run
up the street. I’ll do anything just to waste the energy, haha.
I can’t stand missing out on games.
Gabrielle: So you try and do something else?
Karen:
Yeah, I try to. I try to fill in the gaps.
Gabrielle: So how do you feel exactly when you miss out?
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Karen:

Just terrible, I feel like as soon as you miss out on a week, I
just feel, you know, like fat. You know, you feel lazy, you can’t
do anything. You know, you feel fat and you feel so oily. You
know, you haven’t worked off any energy so you feel heavy
and, just like you are missing the little exercise you need to
feel normal.
Gabrielle: Do your other team-mates hate it too?
Karen:
Yeah, they feel exactly the same. They hate missing out. I
mean when I was going to training I was talking to one of
them, ‘cause they take me to and from training, which makes
it nice and easy ‘cause they have all got their cars. But
anyway, she was saying to me “Oh, I feel so lazy and so
pathetic, I’ve got all this energy left in me.” She’s feels just
fat, the same thing as me really. She was saying she just feels
so bad cause she didn’t do her aerobics or something as well
that week, so she just felt so overweight and yuck and lazy
and everything. Basically the same. But I haven’t talked to
everyone else. They would probably feel the same, but I’m
sure the older ones would prefer to have the week off. Haha.
Get all the bones working again.

In responding to the question, ‘What is your definition of health?’, Karen talks
about “being fit,” eating healthy food and doing exercise. As indicated in the
selected text, food and diet play a large part in Karen’s notion of health. In the first
section of the text, Karen describes eating healthy as “having a balance” and trying
to “eat the right foods all the time.” From this section of Karen’s talk about health,
we do not gain much insight into what eating healthy involves or what “the right
foods” are. As the interview progresses, however, Karen talks at length about the
way she adopts individualising austere practices to monitor her food and diet.
While her relation with food is inextricably linked to her engagement with exercise,
as a practice for weight loss and energy expenditure, it is through her talk about
food and eating that we gain a sense of her diligent investment into strict practices
to achieve the ‘ideal,’ thin body.
In her talk about food, Karen emphasises the importance of monitoring how much
or how little she should eat to be healthy. She monitors both the type of foods she
eats and the amount of food she eats. From Karen’s talk we come to understand that

76

there are certain foods she avoids. These foods include “nice foods,” “chocolate,”
“junk food” and “pizza.” On the other hand, low fat English muffins are part of
Karen’s ‘staple’ diet. A few years later in her second post HSC/Work interview, in
2002, Karen explains why she classifies muffins as ‘healthy.’ Her choice of food is
regulated by a set of rules based on fat content, energy and weight control. She
explains: “If I do really feel hungry in the morning and I want breakfast, um, I have
a muffin, cause they are 99% fat free. And they taste good” (Karen 2nd post
HSC/Work interview, 2002, Text unit: 134).
What is also evident from the excerpt of text is that, for Karen, health is associated
with fitness. Fitness, as constructed in Karen’s talk, can be read off one’s body
shape and size. Karen draws on her notion of fitness, as tied to body shape, to
define exercise as a practice which is in keeping with her desire to “just lose a bit of
weight” and, therefore, access her ideal, thin, ‘fit’ body. To achieve her fitness or
weight loss goal, Karen outlines and describes her exercise plan - a plan which she
had previously implemented, and plans to put into practice, during the summer. Her
plan involved a range of exercises to work on different parts of the body, including
the legs, arms and stomach.
As exemplified in the excerpt of text, Karen engages with the discourses around
health and the body in a personal way. On the one hand, her investment in the
discourses is motivated by her desire to be thin, and her pleasures in feeling a body
which is in control. For example, Karen talks about her body after it has participated
in exercise as feeling “clean” and “not oily.” For Karen, this body is less likely to
gain weight and “get big or fat.” It is a body that ‘feels’ ‘normal’ and is in line with
her ethical, ideal, ‘healthy/ fat free’ self.
On the other hand, her investment in the healthism discourse is deeply felt through
her disgust and fear of fat in food and fear of gaining weight. This is evident in her
use of the words “oily,” “greasy,” “yuck” and “lazy” to describe how she feels
when she has missed out on participating in physical activity, and her use of the
word “sick” to describe how she feels when she thinks about how much she used to

77

eat. This body is positioned as the abject-Other in relation to the healthy, worked,
controlled body. It is constructed as being immoral and as being overweight, obese
or in the process of getting fatter, and it is a body that must be avoided at all costs.
Karen’s personal and corporeal investment in the healthism discourse is also
evident in the way she comes to classify food as healthy and unhealthy. She does
this, not through reading a label, but by viscerally engaging with a version of the
healthism discourse which constructs fat as disgusting. In the following quote, for
example, Karen talks about how she distinguishes between ‘healthy,’ or ‘better’
food, as compared to ‘unhealthy’ or ‘junk food,’ through fat content. In doing so,
she comes to ‘know’ and ‘feel’ her body as being “greasy” and “fat” after eating
foods such as chips, and feeling “fresh” after eating foods not high in fat. In this
quote, Karen’s distaste and loathing for fat and oil is clearly evident:
Gabrielle: And how have you worked this sort of way of taking care of
yourself out?
Karen:
I don't know, they've just come about. I guess it's from learning
that after you eat a bucket of hot chips, you feel really fat and you
feel greasy and oily, like you can taste the aftertaste in your
mouth. Whereas you eat a sandwich and you don't have all these
feelings. You feel fresh and revived type thing. So I guess I've
learnt, you know, this is what I get if I eat this, and this is what I
get if I eat this. So I'll choose the better one. (Karen 2002 R4-2nd
post-HSC/Work interview Text Units 60-61)
Karen takes a central position in relation to the healthism discourse. She draws on
the regimes of ‘truth’ of the healthy, trim body as tied to the ideal feminine body in
an unquestioning and straightforward manner. In her talk, there is no questioning of
the imperatives reproduced by the healthism discourse, nor of her investment in the
discourse. There is also no questioning of the ‘desired,’ “nice, skinny, perfect and
tanned” “Britney Spear’s” body that motivates her to practise her exercise and
eating routine. There is also no questioning of her deeply felt abhorrence towards
fat and towards putting on weight. Her rules, as constructed through the healthism
discourse, make sense to her viscerally and are deeply felt. In other words, her
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corporeal ‘feelings’ provide her with a justification for her strict compliance to live
out her health rules and practices.
Furthermore, it is through the personal imperative and desire of the ‘ideal’ healthy,
feminine body that Karen seems to form a particular relationship with her body that
conforms to, and is confirmed by, cultural ideals, and which provides her with some
sense of self-worth. The imperatives of the healthism discourse provide her with the
resources and ways of ‘knowing’ herself as acting ‘ethically.’ In other words, it is
through these discourses that Karen seems to ‘know’ herself as being ‘normal’ and
‘in control.’ Karen maintains a high degree of certainty in her diet and exercise
rules because she has no particular reason to question it. Her position is constituted
in relation to a very powerful set of mainstream medical and cultural discourses
associated with the body and health that are currently circulating in Western
society. Her rules enable her to maintain her body weight and size, and, thus work
towards the ‘ethical’/‘health’ subject she aspires to become, and the one that is
valued by the society in which she is situated.
Taking this uncritical position in relation to the healthism discourse means that
Karen is supported by a powerful set of dominant discourses. Despite this, Karen
still must engage in specific work to remain comfortable with the subject-position
she has taken up. The extended excerpt of text demonstrates the constant work she
must perform to constitute a self that is consistent with the ideal subject of the
healthism discourse. She must, for instance, constantly monitor her eating and
physical activity practices. She does this by constantly interrogating them. For
example, she describes how when eating “something nice” she thinks to herself
“Oh, it’s not going to hurt me that much;” or when deciding on a snack before
dinner she says: “Oh ok! Dinner won’t be ready for half an hour. I’m a bit peckish
now, so I’ll go get a banana.” This self-work demonstrates the constant selfexamination and self-monitoring Karen employs to avoid giving into her urges to
engage in ‘bad’ behaviour, so that she can maintain a body which is ‘under control’
and ‘correct.’
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A useful technique of the self, adopted by Karen to constitute herself as an ‘ethical’
subject of the healthism discourse, is that of ‘Othering.’ That is, she uses the eating
and physical activity practices and the bodies of her friends’ as reference points
from which she differentiates and classifies her own health practices. This is evident
in her remark: “I watch my friends eat at lunchtime and it just makes me sick.” It is
by reference to their behaviour that she constitutes her own practices as ‘correct’
and ‘in-control.’ Karen constructs her friends’ unhealthy practices as literally
‘sickening.’ Those who engage in such practices, as eating ‘chocolate,’ and not
engaging in much activity, are classified as being indulgent and disgusting, or in
Kristeva’s (1982) terms, abject-Others against which Karen compares herself as
being ‘normal.’
Part of Karen’s technique of ‘Othering’ involves the technique of surveillance of
others and herself. She seems to regularly evaluate the eating practices, physical
activity participation and body shape that others may or may not have – including
the body and practices of me - the researcher. For example, during a catch-up
interview in 2002, Karen asked me: “How do you stay so skinny?” This question
took me by surprise and I was very unsure about how to answer it. I awkwardly
replied, “I guess it’s my metabolism,” and quickly drew on my position as
interviewer/researcher to regain control of the interview by asking another question
(O’Flynn, 2004). It seems that I was not to escape Karen’s gaze so easily. Karen
wanted to make sense of my body-shape by inquiring into my ‘trade secrets.’ She
wanted me to reveal the practices I adopted to maintain the kind of ‘skinny’ body
that she desired.
In her final interview, as in all the final interviews with each of the young women, I
asked Karen what she thought the place of health and physical activity was in my
life. I did this because I wanted to gain an understanding of how she (and all the
young women) interpreted my engagement with health, physical activity and food.
After she (and all the young women) described their perspective of my engagement
with health, I asked her to tell me how they ‘knew’ this about me, that is, why they
had constructed this view of health in my life. As exemplified in the following text,
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Karen reads my body shape and eating practices, as a vegetarian, as signs of
‘health.’ She interprets my body and eating practices in relation to the dominant
health discourse, classifying me as an individual who possesses the correct attitude
and one who is ‘in control.’ In doing so, she does not classify my body or practices
as abject. She is, however, uncertain about my practices as a vegetarian. It seems
that my vegetarian practices, which could imply an engagement with food for
health, do not sit quite so comfortably with her engagement with food to “just to
lose a little bit of weight”:
Gabrielle: What about health as in food and stuff like that?
Karen:
Well, because you are a vegetarian you don't have much choice,
do you? But yeah, I can see you as being a very healthy person,
and very efficient and aware of what you eat and everything.
Gabrielle: Why is that?
Karen:
I don't know, I couldn't see you going out to a restaurant and just
pigging out or, I don't know - like maybe pigging out. But I
couldn't see you pigging out on a big juicy steak, even though you
are a vegetarian or whatever, I just couldn't see it.
Gabrielle: Why is that?
Karen:
I wouldn't have a clue; you just seem too, I don't know, too aware
of what you are doing to your body, I guess. Is that wrong?
(Karen R4-1 PostHSC Work interview, 2002, Text units 133-138)
As well as drawing on other individuals’ bodies and behaviours as a reference point
to constitute her own behaviour as appropriate and ‘normal,’ Karen draws on other
people’s comments about her body and ‘fitness’ to confirm herself as behaving
appropriately. This is evident in the extended excerpt of text when she speaks about
her hockey team-mates noticing, and commenting on, her being able to “run more
on a hockey field.” Their comments also add to her pleasure in her body - a body
that is recognised as, and valued for, the changes that she has made to it, and the
control she has over it.
Whilst Karen receives compliments that confirm her subject-position, she must
work hard to deal with the ‘threats’ from significant others who challenge her
strong investment in her rules and ‘health’ practices. Karen’s exercise practices are
not generally judged by others (such as her family and friends) as ‘problematic.’
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Her construction of health and her practices are consistent with scientific discourses
which link regular physical activity with cardiovascular health and the avoidance of
obesity. It seems, however, that it is her construction of health, in relation to food
and eating, that is most problematic to her family and friends. For example, Karen
talked about her family, boyfriend and friends “getting on (her) back” about her
eating practices. These individuals often explained her practices by drawing upon
another set of dominant health discourses linked to anorexia and eating disorders.
For example, in the following quote, Karen talks about how her boyfriend cooked
“gigantic dinners” to try and get her to eat more:
My boyfriend still wants me, he goes “I want you to put on some weight” and
I say “No! I’m not putting it on.” But he only says it to get me to try and eat
more. He says “just have a little bit more” and he’ll cook me gigantic dinners
to try and get me to eat more. But no, it doesn’t work. (Karen R3-2 PostHSC
work interview, 2002, Text Unit 95)
Karen also rationalises her family’s challenges of her eating practices. In the
following quote, for example, Karen challenges her parents’ orders to “eat dinner”
with recourse to a notion of ‘I know best’ or ‘I can look after myself:’
The only problem is that everyone else gets on your back saying, oh you
know, “You’re not eatin’ enough; you’re gonna eat dinner and ra,ra,ra.” I
mean, I don’t think that my parents have realised yet that I’m eighteen and
they can’t say that anymore. So, yeah. But I’ll keep trying… So that’s about
it. Hmmm. (Karen R3-2 PostHSC work interview, 2002, Text Unit: 140)
It seems that the healthism discourse, with its focus on the ‘slim,’ ‘fit’ body and on
individual responsibility, provides Karen with the resources to refute, ignore and
rationalise the challenges from the significant individuals in her life. As a
consequence, in spite of the efforts of her boyfriend and parents, Karen’s
investment into a set of practices, that maintain her body in the way that she values,
remains strong. This position is not too difficult to take up, especially in a society
where the slim body is valued, and where the practices which produce it remain
relatively unexamined.
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In her talk about her health and fitness, Karen provides insights into the set of rules
she has constructed to live her life as a ‘thin/healthy’, ‘ideal’ feminine subject. Her
talk shows the interlocking nature of the imperatives of the healthism discourse with
traditional notions of femininity. Both regimes of ‘truth,’ through their focus of the
body, legitimise each other, constructing a matrix through which Karen constructs
her meanings of health and fitness, and through which she engages with her body.
Karen’s investment in discourses around health and femininity is a personal one.
Her talk demonstrates the ways in which the linking of discourses around health and
femininity has meant that there is much to be gained through participating in weight
maintenance practices. Likewise, the lack of participation in these practices holds
great risk. Ultimately, this risk is tied to a fear of getting fat and becoming the
abject-Other. This fear is deeply and personally felt through the abhorrence of ‘fat’
in food, and the sense of panic felt when she hasn’t participated in exercise. Whilst,
through some discourses, Karen would be classified or diagnosed with an ‘eating
disorder,’ it is clear that the framework of health and femininity provides her with a
powerful set of rules and gendered ways of ‘knowing,’ ‘feeling’ and ‘working’ on
the self, which many would consider to be quite dangerous and extreme (Gard &
Wright, 2001; Evans et al., 2003).

Kim
Kim’s talk about health and fitness seems quite different from Karen’s. Karen’s
deeply felt, personal desire to be thin and ‘healthy,’ and her disgust towards fat, are
not found easily in Kim’s talk. In contrast, Kim engages with health discourses
through a social imperative of being a ‘mature’ and ‘responsible’ young woman.
For Kim, a ‘healthy’ young woman is one who lives a balanced life by monitoring
all aspects of her life. This young woman does not associate health with an aesthetic
project of the body, and, furthermore, she does not desire to have the ‘ideal’
feminine body.
In terms of her physical activity participation, Kim talked about participating in a
range of sports which were mainly organised by her school. These sports included
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interschool competition waterpolo, basketball, athletics and netball. During her final
interview, Kim talked about how she had just joined a jogging group. Her reasons
for participating in physical activity seemed very different to Karen’s. Unlike Karen,
Kim did not talk about participating in a regular ‘fitness’ routine, involving running,
sit ups, and push-ups, to work on her body. As discussed later, she talked about
participating in physical activity for “bettering” and “challenging” herself.
To explore the ways Kim constructed her notion of health, in relation to dominant
notions of femininity and the body, I asked similar questions to those used to
examine Karen’s text, with the main question being: “How does Kim engage with
and govern herself in relation to health discourses and notions of the ‘ideal’
feminine body?” To answer this question I first located all of Kim’s talk about
health which was coded in NUD•IST. On reviewing Kim’s interview transcripts, it
became apparent that I did not have much talk from her about health or fitness. On
reflection, I recall leaving Kim’s interviews with many questions about her notion
of health and fitness. This was despite my impression of Kim as quite an articulate
young woman who had developed strong opinions about social issues and the
world. As evidenced in the following excerpt of text, Kim often produced long,
‘rational’ answers to my questions about health, which seemed to subvert my
‘probing’ skills. As a consequence, I never quite managed to ask her to clarify what
she meant by “exercising” or “eating right.”
The following excerpt of text is taken from Kim’s final interview and it involves her
defining what health means to her. To find out more about her meanings of health,
just prior to this interview, I asked Kim to email me a short definition of what she
thought health was. From these answers it became apparent that she constructed her
meanings about health differently from the other young women in the study3. Kim
talked about a “holistic” notion of health, where health was about ‘balancing’ the

3

This does not mean that Kim necessarily ‘did’ different things or participated in different

‘health’ behaviours.
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mental, physical, social, spiritual, and emotional components of health, and not so
much about working on the body for appearance.
Kim’s Post Overseas Trip catch up Interview
Text Unit 110-114
Date: 5/9/02
Gabrielle: I emailed you about this… Can you define health?
Kim:
Okay. My view of health has changed because I’ve studied
Health in HSC physical education. So that’s changed it
entirely, ah, ‘cause I had to memorise it and, it stuck to my
brain. I mean, I don’t know if I believe it entirely, but you
were asking, you weren’t specifically asking, but I felt like it
was like “look up the Oxford dictionary; find this.” I know you
weren’t asking that, but that’s how my brain thinks. I’m a very
logical person. So flicking through, I know I did it in PE and
I’m, like, yes, health is spiritual, mental, emotional, and when I
actually learnt it, I think I do believe in it because it’s all
encompassing, but I’m not one of these people that has
crystals and, you know, the crystals and lights, if you know
what I mean. But I do believe it’s all interlinked. So if you are
stressed out it will affect everything else. So yes. So health
is not just – Yes! I can do a hundred presses in a row non-stop!
- but it’s also mentally stable and it’s a balance. Everything
has to be in balance because I think, I don’t know, this is
interesting, if you can have everything to an optimum. I don’t
know about that, that’s an interesting thought to contemplate.
I think spiritual health is not necessarily in the Buddhist
philosophy but more “this is what I believe in.” Like I don’t
smoke so if I did smoke that would disappoint me because
that’s one of my morals that I don’t smoke; you know, things
like that. And if I see something happen, like a lady being
mugged, I will report it or help out, just little things like, just
morals, that, you know, everybody has; but that’s what I see
as spiritual health and obeying, not obeying but, you know
what I mean, following that, and then if I don’t, I’ll have less
spiritual health. That sounds really arty farty. You know what
I mean, like leading my life to the best I can be. And then
emotional, well, usually I’m not one of these people that falls
in love and then falls out of love. So everything is pretty okay
there. I haven’t got anybody at the moment so, hey, not a
problem. It’s even like family fights, you know, if I have a
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fight with mum, it needs to be resolved because I’ll be really
depressed about it. So yeah, everything is in balance there.
Mental health is usually stress because, I mean, I had a lot of
that from school and I dealt with it. But I’m starting to
realise how high a tolerance level I have, also how much stress
I have been put under, because usually you don’t realise how
much you go under until you step out of it, and you’re like, I
was in that situation and I dealt with it, but obviously I must
have been under a lot of stress. So everything is pretty cruisy
at the moment anyway, ‘cause I’m not doing much; but yeah,
that’s my idea of health. I think it has stayed the same since
the last interview, but I’m gonna have to go to university and
study another definition of health. But yeah. I mean, it used
to always be physical, I’ve got to admit, you know, until a
couple of years ago, it was always physical and also a doctor
thing, you know - I’m not sick, therefore I’m healthy kind of
thing. But I think it’s quite an all encompassing view - the one
I got taught in PE - and I do believe in it, that it’s spiritual,
emotional, mental, physical. There’s one missing. I know
there’s five points, so the other one must not be important
because I’ve forgotten it.
Gabrielle: And social?
Kim:
Social! That’s it, yes, social. Having friendships; yeah, just
being able to talk to people instead of being, maybe, overly
friendly, which people don’t see that as a bad thing, but I
think there’s a line where you have to be diplomatic, you know;
there’s levels and also not being too scared - like orientation
week next year at university. If I go to a university outside
Sydney that’s gonna be really, really scary. So being able to
pluck up the courage to say “Hi my name is Kim. What are you
doing? Are you doing this…? Do you want to do this…?” Yeah,
just being able to do that. I’ll have to put that one in for the
next interview, social. It hasn’t changed much, but I’m
starting to realise the boundaries. I suppose that’s changing,
yeah, and it just comes with ageing; sounds very old. Just
learning, yeah.

When asked to define her notion of health in her final interview and her email, Kim
drew explicitly on a definition learnt during her personal development, health and
physical education (PDHPE) class at school. In the excerpt of text, she describes her
definition of health as having changed from focusing on the “physical” and
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sickness, to what she calls an “all encompassing view,” or a ‘holistic’ notion of
health, incorporating spiritual, mental, emotional, and social components. Despite
drawing on a definition learnt in her PDHPE class, it is clear from Kim’s talk that
she has thought about how each dimension of health relates to her life. She reflects,
in some detail, on how each dimension of her holistic notion of health relates to
how she lives her life. For example, when talking about mental health she reflects
on how she goes about monitoring her stress levels. Whereas Karen’s selfmonitoring largely focused on her body and body shape, Kim’s self-monitoring and
self-reflection extends to all spheres of her life, including her spiritual wellbeing,
relationships and confidence.
Whilst Kim struggles with the romantic notion that “you can have everything to an
optimum,” she talks about the ‘interrelated’ nature of the five dimensions of health.
This notion of interrelatedness is tied up with a discourse of ‘balance.’ So, for Kim,
health is not just about the five dimensions operating individually, it is also about
how each dimension of health impacts on the other. For instance, Kim comments:
“If you are stressed out it will affect everything.” This notion of ‘balance,’ which is
taken up in Kim’s talk about health, reproduces a climate of risk, where it seems
that the imperative to monitor all aspects of one’s life becomes paramount.
Kim’s investment in the health discourse is not so much a personal one as she does
not talk about feeling ‘bad’ or guilty. This is unlike Karen, who talked about a
personal and viscerally felt fear of ‘fat,’ and a panic around eating and missing out
on participating in physical activity. Kim, instead, seems to engage with the health
discourse in a distant way. Whilst she draws on the holistic notion of health to
examine her life, relationships, and self, there is a sense that the rules she
constructs, through this notion of health, are taken for granted and commonly
known; they are part of what an individual should do to lead a ‘good’ life and be a
‘good’ person. For example, in the excerpt of text, Kim talks about spiritual health
as being about “morals, that, you know, every body has” and about “leading my life
to the best that it can be.” In relation to social health she talks about the rule of
being “diplomatic” and the importance of everyone having friends. These rules
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seem to be assumed by Kim to be a part of leading a ‘good’ and moral life, and in
turn, a healthy life.
Thus, Kim’s ‘holistic’ notion of health provides the resources, through which she
comes to ‘know’ herself and to reflect on her capacity, to become a ‘good’ citizen.
This citizen, according to Cruikshank (1993), sits neatly with the notion of the
entrepreneurial self of neo-liberalism. The entrepreneurial self is one who
constantly works on and monitors the self to ‘better’ the self. This is with minimal
support from the state, which, in turn, relies on citizens to be self-reliant,
responsible individuals who actively “recognize, isolate and act upon their own
subjectivity, to be governors of themselves” (Cruikshank, 1993, p.331).
Part of being a ‘good’ citizen, for Kim, is being a ‘rational’ and ‘balanced’ young
woman.

The way she engages with health discourses is strongly tied to the

‘rational’ young woman she constructs herself to be. A socially ‘good,’ ‘balanced’
young woman, for Kim, involves not participating in dieting and exercising for
reasons which could be seen as ‘wrong’ and irresponsible. In other words, during
the interviews, Kim worked hard to reassure me (as the researcher and another
young woman) that she is ‘in control,’ and that she is not like other young women
who engage in a set of ‘unhealthy’ practices around eating and exercise. For
example, in the same interview as the excerpt of text, when she did talk about
exercise she stated: “I’m not exercising as much. Don’t worry. I’m not freaking out
about it” (Kim post overseas trip interview, 2002, Text Unit:117).
In her talk, Kim constructs herself as a young woman who does not desire to be
‘thin’ and who is not worried about her weight. For example, in the excerpt of text
the body is largely absent from her talk about health. This absence of the body is
especially noticeable when compared to Karen’s talk about health in which she
clearly links body shape and weight to health. In addition to this, when Kim was
asked to explain her opinion about the topic of ‘weight’ and body-image, she talked
about how she actively worked to avoid being influenced by the ‘ideal’ feminine
body, especially when it is reproduced in the media:
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Gabrielle: Do you feel that you have a lot to say about it (about the issue of
body image and weight)?
Kim:
I don’t know if I’m socially aware. I’m one of those people that
kind of, if I know there’s something, I’ll mentally make sure it
doesn’t affect me, especially like the media and especially like
body image and that sort of thing. Like I know a lot of girls are
influenced by it, so I actually put my foot down mentally and say
“I’m not gonna be affected by it.” So I make sure I’m not. (Kim,
Post-HSC Catch-up Interview, 2001, Text unit: 163-164)
In the above quote, Kim differentiates herself from other young women her age.
Like Karen, Kim draws on the technique of Othering to position herself as normal
and superior. She classifies herself as being more socially aware and mature than
other young women, who, in her terms, “listen to the lose weight, you should be
thin message.” In doing so, Kim seems to separate herself from a notion of
femininity that is linked to the aesthetics of the body. The healthy subject she works
towards becoming is quite different to the one talked about by Karen. Whereas
Karen worked towards her ideal-thin body exemplified by Britney Spears, Kim
worked towards becoming a young woman who is ‘self-knowing’ and ‘above’
traditional notions of femininity and the body.
For Kim, part of being a ‘healthy’ and ‘socially aware’ young woman involved
being critical of messages promoting a slim body image. As discussed in the
following quote, it involves not just “blocking out” the images, but also drawing on
‘legitimate’ sources of information and discrediting ‘illegitimate’ sources of
information, such as the media. For example, according to Kim, the bodies
represented in magazines are not “normal” and achievable. To refute the ‘ideal’
body represented in the media Kim draws on a set of rules around the scientific
notion of the body mass index (BMI) to explain and monitor the ‘normalcy’ of
bodies, including her own. Kim also naturalises her ‘ability’ to refute the thin image
as a product of her maturity. This demonstrates her investment in a particular kind
of subject/young woman who is not a ‘cultural dupe,’ but who is ‘rational’ and
socially responsible:
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Gabrielle: Is it (weight) something that you say to yourself, “Nope, I won't
worry about it?”
Kim:
I think I'm very mature for my age. I think because I'm just
naturally mature, I don't know what it is, I'm just mature, you
know, you always have campaigning for slim body image but you
also have counter advertising saying “Don’t listen to it,” and when
you’re young, usually you listen to the “Lose weight, you should
be thin” message and you block out the other. But I think I always
listened to both and I was just, “Well I shouldn’t be listening to
this, I should block it out.” Not so much block out, but just, it’s
not blocking out, I realised, it’s there, but that it’s garbage. Do
you know what I mean? I know it’s not true. I know the normal
size is probably twelve to fourteen in Australian women so I’m
normal. And actually, I’m taller than the average size, so it
doesn’t matter if I’m a sixteen. I have a normal BMI, you know,
and even though my normal BMI, you know, most people in
magazines have a BMI, probably zero. It’s all relative. I don’t
know, I just knew I didn’t have to listen to it and I knew it was
there, but I just thought, “Well, that’s wrong.” Not so much
wrong, but I don’t know. I think it’s not a specific upbringing that
my parents veered me towards, but I think it was just my maturity
in my younger years that just led me to just ignore it really, or just
know it was garbage. (Kim, post-overseas catch up interview,
2002, Text unit: 102-103)
Whilst Kim discredits the images reproduced in the media as “garbage,” it seems
that it is an individual’s responsibility to be critical of, and not be influenced by, the
“thin image message.” According to Nettleton (1997) and Lupton (1999), being
critical of information about health is part of the work involved in being an active
neo-liberal ‘healthy’ citizen, who is capable of drawing on ‘legitimate’ sources of
information and ‘ignoring’ or discrediting other sources of information. In other
words, according to Kim, a ‘healthy’ subject is one who is knowledgeable, socially
aware, and in control. It is, therefore, the responsibility of the ‘healthy,’ young
woman to regulate herself and her desires in relation to the ‘ideal’ body represented
in the media.
Kim’s talk about fitness also demonstrates her investment in a particular kind of
‘healthy,’ young woman who is ‘balanced,’ ‘rational,’ and ‘productive.’ This is
evident in the following excerpt of text, also taken from her post-overseas trip
interview conducted in 2002. This excerpt reveals the complex ways Kim juggles
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the production of herself as a ‘rational,’ young woman in her engagement with the
dominant discourses around fitness and the body. In the text, Kim associates fitness
with an active body that displays the physiological capabilities of endurance and
stamina4. For Kim, the moral imperative of fitness lies in activity itself. Fitness is
about the virtuousness of being active, and the social imperatives of “challenging”
or “bettering” the self. However, what this excerpt also reveals is that despite Kim’s
efforts to avoid linking health and fitness to body shape, the notion of physical
appearance and weight maintenance still has a presence in her talk.
Kim Post-Overseas Trip catch up Interview
Date: 5/9/02
Text unit 77-82
Gabrielle: What do you mean by fitness?
Kim:
Generally, I mean, um, well, this is cryptic cross word gone
wrong.
Gabrielle: What do you mean?
Kim:
Oh, 'cause you make me think about it and I think too much.
Um, it's my thought of being, not so much healthy, but just
fit; and obviously it's beyond what I need to do in general life,
like I can lift stuff, I can clean stuff. In general life I only
walk, eat, you know, everybody does that, and of course, not
everybody needs to be able to jog for an hour straight. I
don't do that in regular life. I don't go down to the chemist
and jog on the spot for an hour ‘cause I need to, you know;
it's not part of the job requirements. But maybe it's a selfachievement thing but it's just something I'd like to be able
to look at myself; it's a physical appearance thing, but also
most definitely a mental thing that I know I'm fit. I mean, it
did help in Year Twelve when I was hiking as well, because you
go into the hike and it's a confidence thing that you know
you're fit enough to complete that hike, because even if it
was, like seven days especially, and a mental edge always helps
you through. But I don't have that anymore; but I think it's
just general life, I have that mental thought, that “Yes, I'm
fit” or if I'm not, “Let's get fit.” So yeah.
Gabrielle: So it's more?
4

This definition of fitness seems to be much more like the way the young men in the ARC
Life Activity Project talk about the relationship between health, fitness and the body.
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Kim:

It's probably a challenge for me to get fit, and then maybe a
confidence thing or just a knowledge - a knowledge that I am
fit, so when I go into situations that are different or
especially physical, like hiking or even sport, I know that I'm
fit, so maybe I have an edge. Maybe it's probably a
competitive thing again, I'm so competitive. But do you know
what I mean, it's a thought process. Yeah, so I know that I
have something, or if I don't, like now I'm striving to get
back to where I was, and probably I'd love to get further
than I was before. I mean, I did a lot of sport but I wasn't
very fit; like I couldn't do the hundred sit ups and the chin
ups things. I don't necessarily want to get that far, but I
want to be able to, I don't know, just in myself be, I'm happy
now. I don't know what I'm saying, but be fitter; just leave it
at that, do you know what I mean? It's like that constantly
striving to better myself again. It's just what it is I think.

Text Unit 87-92
Gabrielle: How can you tell that you have pushed yourself or challenged
yourself? Like does your body change? Have you felt that
after going jogging? Is there anything?
Kim:
Yeah, yeah, there's a lot of adrenalin pumping, and I
remember coming home one afternoon and my cousin had
visited me for the first time in like seven months, and you
know, we stayed up until two a.m., and then I had to go jogging
the next morning; why I do not know. But the adrenalin races
and I'll try to get to sleep because I didn't have enough sleep
the previous night, and I couldn't because the adrenalin was
just going so fast, and that's the day I just went all out and
nearly half killed myself; no, I did half kill myself. No heart
problems but just buggered. But you can feel it afterwards,
but there's been no change in my body yet. But I think
there's reasons for that. I think I'm, not so much overeating
but eating more than I have to for my body's energy needs at
the moment; because, I mean, when you buy food it's
different than to have food in front of you at home. I don't
know if you were the same overseas, like when you buy food,
not so much you're tight with money but you eat that, right,
I've eaten. You've done that, I'm gonna go sight- seeing now
or something. Whereas, when you're at home the food is just
there; you not so much pick, but maybe I just eat too much
for the amount of energy I use a day. So I'm not putting on
weight, but I'm not losing any weight, and my muscular tone is
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not changing at all. But yeah, it's just the after effects
usually and also the mental effects, "Wow, I did that today"
and you know, I'm quite chuffed because I got out, I don't
know, a couple of k's and I went, "Gee, I didn't know I could
do that," and also my main goal is not to walk. If I jog for an
hour I'm very, very happy. I mean, I'd like to get out a
certain distance but it doesn't matter if I do, as long as I
keep jogging, because as soon as I start walking I'm
disappointed in myself. So yeah, no changes yet; there
probably won’t be any, I'll just like even it up with food,
because the big thing is I haven't had peanut butter in seven
months, so I'm raiding the peanut butter jar at the moment.
So yes, that's probably why actually; I really love the peanut
butter. I got up this morning like, no, I'm not gonna resort to
the peanut butter, because we had fresh bread as well, mmm,
good mix, and I put it on really thickly, I’m naughty. Yeah, so
I'm re- acclimatising to the food, fresh fruit, just all sorts of
things, like orange juice instead of cordial yeah, just all this
stuff, or instead, water.
Gabrielle: What about toning up and things like that? Is that something
that's in the back of your mind to go out and do it?
Kim:
No, no, usually it's just trying to challenge myself, I think,
yeah. It's not usually a physical thing, it's more a mental thing
that I can do it, to be quite honest. I mean, you're making me
think harder than I usually do. I haven't been to school in how
long? Yeah, initially it probably was, not to lose weight but to
get back to the, yeah, it still is to get back to the level of
fitness I had at school, because I don't have that anymore,
because I haven't played sport.
Gabrielle: So fitness is related to the body?
Kim:
Yeah, yeah, yeah. So physical appearance but also like a beep
test, both those fitnesses, okay. So I've lost that, and I know
I have, and it's not a major problem. I'm not like disappointed
because I've been overseas and I didn't have an opportunity
to play sport. I tried, but I didn't. So I'm not disappointed in
myself but I'd like to regain that, and also it's a mental
challenge; it's an enormous mental challenge to get out of bed
at six a.m. each morning. So yeah, it's both of those things.
But it started off with the beep test and appearance, and now
it's more just mental, yeah, to see if I can push myself just
that much further.
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In responding to the question, “What do you mean by fitness?,” Kim talks about a
range of things, including the linking of fitness with body shape and weight. In her
talk, fitness is mainly about being able to respond to physical activity that is beyond
the demands of the everyday. She states that fitness is about going “beyond what I
need to do in general life,” and that it is about “having an edge.” From this
perspective, fitness is associated with the physiological capacities of the body. It is
the increased capacity for the body to perform. For example, for Kim, a fit body can
do “the hundred sit ups” and chin ups. To Kim, a fit body is a superior body. Its
superiority lies not so much in its appearance, but in what it can do - its strength and
its stamina.
For Kim, fitness is also about being a better person. For example, she talks about
fitness as being part of her “constantly trying to better” herself. She uses words, like
“self-achievement” and a “mental challenge,” to define what fitness means to her.
In this way, fitness is part of Kim’s practice of the self which is invested in
bettering and challenging herself. She engages with discourses around fitness to
construct a relation to the self that involves “pushing” herself to be all she
‘can/should’ be. This engagement with the self is formed in relation to a social and
moral imperative of being a ‘responsible’ and ‘productive’ young woman. It is also
tied up with the social imperative of leading a fulfilling life, and of making the most
of one’s life.
Kim’s engagement with the fitness discourse is mediated through her construction
of herself as a ‘rational’ young woman, who has a ‘healthy’ relationship with her
body. In Kim’s talk there is a constant ‘to and fro’ between taking an invested
position in and positioning herself ‘outside’ of the discourses around fitness and the
body. This ‘to and fro’ is evident in the last section of the selected text when she
talks about not being disappointed in her diminished level of fitness. She says that it
is “not a major problem,” and she works to justify this to herself (and to myself as
the interviewer) in relation to her overseas trip not providing opportunities to play
sport. This talk demonstrates the work she performs on herself to mediate her
position in relation to the discourse, and to avoid taking an emotionally invested
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position which could compromise her construction of herself as a particular young
woman who is ‘rational’ and ‘balanced.’
Another example of the complex ways Kim managed herself, in relation to the
fitness discourse, is evident in the way she simultaneously drew on, and rejected, a
discourse which links fitness to body shape. On the one hand, in her talk, Kim
avoids associating fitness with weight loss and body-shape. When asked if “toning
up” was important to why she had started jogging, Kim says “No, no. Usually it’s
just trying to challenge myself,” and that she jogs “Not for weight loss” but to get
back to the level of fitness she had at school. On the other hand, however, Kim
explicitly associates exercise with weight maintenance. This is evident when she
states, “It’s a physical appearance thing,” and “There’s been no changes in my body
yet.” Kim draws on the energy in, energy out relationship between food and
exercise to explain why her body has not changed. She states, “Maybe I eat too
much for the amount of energy I use each day. So I'm not losing weight and my
muscular tone is not changing at all.” She also comes to make sense of herself as
being “naughty” because she likes to eat peanut butter. This talk suggests that,
despite her efforts, Kim is not immune to discourses which link fitness to body
shape and weight.
As mentioned earlier, Kim’s engagement with discourses, around health, fitness and
the body, is mediated through the social imperative of being a ‘good,’ ‘balanced,’
young woman. Whereas Karen’s self-work largely involves her working on her
body through her eating and exercise practices, Kim’s self-work involves her
managing her ‘rational’ position in relation to discourses around health and fitness.
She is an informed consumer of the discourse, a position which she seems to quite
easily maintain and manage. She manages her ‘informed’ position by adopting a
particular practice of the self which allows her to invest into, and ‘out’ of, the
discourse, part of which involves her discrediting the desire to have the ‘ideal,’ thin,
feminine body, and involves her drawing on, firstly, scientific ‘truths’ and,
secondly, a set of ‘truths’ related to the importance of having a ‘healthy’
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relationship with her body. Despite this, the healthism discourse still provides her
with the resources through which she engages with her body, food, and exercise.

Chrissie
Chrissie’s talk represents a different engagement with health discourses and
discourses around the ‘ideal,’ feminine body from that of Karen and Kim. What is
different about Chrissie’s engagement is that she simultaneously speaks from both a
personally invested position, in relation to the dominant discourses around
femininity, the body, and health, and a personally invested critical position in
relation to these discourses. Her personal investment in both positions is evident
through, on the one hand, her deeply felt fear of putting on weight and, on the other
hand, her frustration in being influenced, especially by the media, to want to be
slim. Chrissie’s talk demonstrates the difficulty experienced in negotiating these
different positions. Whereas both Karen and Kim seemed quite certain about the
type of young woman they work towards becoming, Chrissie seems uncertain about
the ethical subject she aspires to become. Her talk suggests that she aspires to
become both a ‘desired/desirable,’ young woman, and also a young woman who
does not desire to be slim.
During the interviews, Chrissie talked a lot about health and fitness. She seemed
like an articulate, young woman who was generally concerned with the issue of
young women’s ‘body image.’ To explore Chrissie’s meaning of health and
engagement with dominant notions of health and femininity, I have selected an
excerpt from her health interview which was conducted in her home in 2000. In the
text, Chrissie draws on a range of ways of talking about health to define health. She
talks about it in terms of being “well” and, like the other young women in the study,
in terms of ‘eating’ and ‘exercising.’ Interestingly, when asked to describe how she
can tell if others are ‘healthy,’ she talks about individuals’ appearances in terms of
how happy they look. She draws on words such as happy, bubbly and bright to
describe this. This definition, however, did not seem resonate with how she defines
her own health. That is, when she describes how healthy she is, Chrissie mainly
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talks about the health strategies she adopts to be ‘healthy.’ These strategies are
largely framed in terms of monitoring her diet and her exercise levels. Like Karen,
eating and exercising are talked about by Chrissie as practices necessary to maintain
a balance between the amount of energy taken into the body and the amount of
energy used by the body. This notion of energy balance is talked about as being
necessary for maintaining health, and in particular, her weight and body shape.

Chrissie Health Interview
Date: 9/8/2000
Text Units: 24-29
Gabrielle: What do you think health is?
Chrissie: I think that it is sort of being well within yourself. I don't
know. It is hard to define without using ‘healthy.’ It's sort
of... um, healthy is about eating the right foods and sort of,
um, health. It is sort of a combination between exercise and
eating the right foods. I don't know. Sort of keeping well
within you. So keeping well inside and your body well outside.
That kind of stuff. I'm sorry, I'm not very good at that
question.
Gabrielle: No, that's ok. How can you tell that someone is healthy
compared to not healthy?
Chrissie: Um, they look healthy, they look bright, and they look happy.
They don't look down all the time. They are happy with in
themselves- bubbly, I guess. That's about it.
Gabrielle: Do you think you are healthy?
Chrissie: Yeah. I think that I'm pretty healthy. I think that I eat the
right foods and I try to do exercise. I think that I am a
pretty happy person. So I think that I’m pretty health, yep.
Text unit: 38-41
Gabrielle: You mentioned that being healthy involves eating right. What
does that involve?
Chrissie: You know, the pyramid; like eating a wide range of food and
not eating heaps of junk, and sort of eating fresh fruit and
vegetables. It’s about not eating packet food all the time, but
fresh food. It’s sort of not drinking too much soft drink;
drinking water and juice. It's about eating a wide range of
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food, and not concentrating too much on the fried foods and
the junk. Yep.
Gabrielle: And how do you fit in with that?
Chrissie: I think that I follow, like I don’t follow the pyramid strictly,
but um, I eat lots of fresh fruits and vegetables and a lot of
pastas and stuff. I do have the occasional chocolate here and
there, haha. I don’t sit there and eat a whole packet of chips
or anything, because it doesn’t go away if I don’t do physical
activity. Like if I have a bag of chips I sort of have to work it
off because it’s sort of - it makes me feel that I am gaining
weight. I think that it’s just a thing within myself, from all
the magazines and stuff. And lately I haven’t been doing a lot
of exercise and stuff because I have had a lot of
assignments. And I just feel like I am gaining weight every
second. I don’t know, it must be a thing. I don’t know what it
is. Yeah, I am self-conscious about my weight. So eating a
chocolate, I sort of have to not strictly ride the bike for ten
hours, but try and work it off. I do walk to school every day
and that’s sort of, ‘cause today I went to roller blading and I
had a chocolate and then I went around to try to work it off,
and stuff like that. If I have something junkie, it’s sort of
good, I get motivated to do exercise.

Like the other young women in the study, food and diet are talked about by Chrissie
as important components to health. Compared to Karen’s talk, the imperative of
minimising “fat” content in her diet does not seem to be a major issue in Chrissie’s
talk about food. For Chrissie, both energy and nutritional value are important
components related to how she determines what foods are healthy or unhealthy. She
classifies food by drawing on the binary of fresh versus junk food. She draws on the
‘expert knowledge’ of the food pyramid to classify fresh foods, such as fruits and
vegetables, as ‘healthy’ foods, and ‘junk’ food and packet food, such as soft drink,
chips, chocolate, and fried foods, as ‘unhealthy’ foods.
A prominent theme, in Chrissie’s talk about health, is the relationship between food
and exercise to manage her body shape and weight. Like many of the young women
in the study, exercise and eating are defined in terms of balancing energy in and
energy out. This notion of balancing energy, and in turn, managing her weight, is
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one which Chrissie says motivates her to participate in physical activity. This is
especially the case after eating chocolate or chips. For Chrissie, it seems that the
eating of junk foods, especially when combined with sedentary behaviour, holds the
most potential for weight gain.
Chrissie engages with healthism discourses, which link weight and body shape to
health, in a personal way. Like Karen, her investment in the healthism discourse is
deeply felt through her fear of weight gain, and her anxiety around being sedentary.
For instance, Chrissie claims that when she has not participated in much exercise
she feels “like (she) is gaining weight every second.” During her introductory
interview, Chrissie also talked about feeling self-conscious about her weight,
especially when she missed out on physical activity - a position which she assumed
she was not alone in taking. She explained: “I’m sort of self-conscious; selfconscious about my weight and things like that, I guess. Every girl is.” (Chrissie,
Introduction Interview, 2000, Text Units: 19).
Chrissie’s personal and corporeal investment in the dominant health discourse is
also evident in the ways in which she comes to classify parts of her body as abject.
As evidenced in the following quote, when asked to describe her ‘ideal’ body,
Chrissie talks about specific parts of her body as undesirable and abject:
Gabrielle: What would be your ideal way of looking?
Chrissie: I would like to be skinnier. I have really big, well I probably
don’t, but I am self conscious of my hips. If feel like I have really
big hips and really big thighs. They’re not really big, I just wish
that they were a bit smaller. And my arms, I feel like my arms are
just flabby, haha. (Chrissie, Health Interview, 2000, Text unit 7475)
Chrissie’s definition of health is constructed in relation to the particular ‘healthy,’
young woman she desires to become. Like the other young women in the study,
including Karen, Chrissie takes up a powerful set of investments associated with the
‘thin’ body. Like Karen, Chrissie talks about wanting to be “toned” and “slim.”
Whilst she does not describe practices which are to the extreme of those described
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by Karen, dominant health discourses, which prescribe the ‘ideal feminine’ to be the
‘desired,’ still provide her with the resources to monitor, and come to ‘know,’ her
body as being ‘abject,’ and as needing to be ‘worked on’ and controlled.
However, Chrissie’s talk also demonstrates that speaking from an invested position
in the healthism discourse is not always a comfortable space from which to speak.
In other words, at the same time as taking a personally invested position in relation
to the discourse, Chrissie also talked about feeling frustrated and angered by the
ways of engaging with the body made available through dominant notions of health
and femininity. For example, in the following excerpt, Chrissie’s engagement with
the healthism discourse is mediated by both her investment in a discourse around
eating disorders, and by her ‘recognising’ the ways in which her own and other
young women’s bodies are positioned and valued in the media.
Chrissie Health Interview
9/9/2000
Text Units: 50-57
Gabrielle: So you were saying that if you eat something bad that you can
feel it. Can you explain that more?
Chrissie: Um, well, it just plays on my mind. I think “Mmm, I shouldn’t
have had that chocolate because I don’t want to put on any
more weight.” It’s not obsessive; well, I don’t think that it is.
But it is still there. Like when I’m eating some chips, I just
sort of think “Ooh, I wonder how much fat this is putting on.”
But it’s not sort of run to the toilet to make myself sick or
anything. It’s just there all the time. It plays on my mind.
Gabrielle: Does it make you feel, like how does it make you feel?
Chrissie: It makes me feel angry sometimes that you can’t eat the
stuff that tastes good without thinking of the consequences
of putting weight on or getting pimples or things like that. It’s
annoying, haha. They put in all this fat just because it tastes
nice. The only stuff that tastes good has all the fat in it. The
no fat, like the 99% fat free stuff doesn’t taste good. I think
“Why make it if it’s going to make people fat?” I feel angry
and annoyed.
Gabrielle: At your self?
Chrissie: No, at the media for making it such a big deal.
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Gabrielle: What could you do about it?
Chrissie: I could stop eating the fatty foods, I guess. The media
should stop emphasising how great being skinny is. You see,
they don’t say it in those words, but they’ve got the photos;
and in movies they never have fat people or normal size
people. They always have the skinny super models. It’s the
media’s fault. They’ve got the skinny super models in the
movies and on TV ads, and they never really have, like in
magazines like ‘Dolly’ they have girls my age but they always
have girls, like, that are skinny. They never have girls that are
a normal size, like a size twelve. They always have a size eight
or a size ten model. And they contradict themselves all the
time because they always have stuff like “Be yourself” and “It
doesn’t matter what everybody else thinks.” But then they
have models that are the size of a toothpick. I just think that
it’s pretty ironic that they say this stuff and promote
something else. And they think people don’t pick up on it, but
I picked up on it a long time ago. Haha.

In the first section of the above text Chrissie is asked to describe how she feels
when she eats something ‘bad.’ In replying to the question, Chrissie’s personal
engagement with healthism discourses is strongly evident. She describes the
constant self-monitoring she invests in when she eats chocolate or chips. For
example she describes how she says to herself: “Mmm, I shouldn’t have had that
chocolate because I don’t want to put on any more weight.” At the same time,
however, Chrissie’s engagement with the healthism discourse is mediated by
discourses associated with eating disorders. For example, whilst she states that her
fear of putting on weight is constantly, in her words, “there,” she describes that it is
“not obsessive” and that it is not about her running to the toilet to make herself sick.
As the interview continued, Chrissie’s uncertainty and frustration, in taking an
invested position in the discourse, become evident. Chrissie expresses her
frustration and anger towards, on the one hand, all the high fat foods available, and
on the other hand, the unrealistic pressure to be thin, and the need to be constantly
worrying about “putting on weight.” She talks about ‘feeling’ angry about the
emphasis placed on the responsibility of the individual to always eat ‘healthy’ or
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‘low fat’ food. This sense of frustration and anger was not found in either Karen or
Kim’s talk about health. Karen, for example, drew on her ‘ideal’ Britney Spear’s
body in an uncritical manner, and Kim emphasised the ‘thin’ ideal in magazines as
something that the ‘balanced,’ young woman should resist.
Furthermore, in questioning the ways of engaging with the body and types of bodies
represented in the media, Chrissie seems to speak from a critical position. This
critical position is promoted across Australian school curricula, particularly as a part
of health studies and English studies. These school subjects encourage individuals
to critique notions of femininity reproduced, and represented, in the media. Whilst
Chrissie speaks from a critical position about the media’s emphasis on ‘thin’ bodies,
this position does not seem to offer her the opportunity to resist the moral
imperatives to be ‘slim’ - Chrissie still articulates a desire to be ‘slim’ and not put
on weight.
Finally, in her talk, Chrissie clearly takes up shifting positions in relation to
discourses around femininity, health, and the body. She speaks from a personally
invested position in relation to dominant health discourses; however, this is not
always a comfortable space to speak from. She also critiques the discourse and talks
about feeling frustrated and angered by the ways of engaging with the body made
available through dominant notions of health and femininity. At the same time,
however, the critical position taken up by Chrissie also does not seem to be an easy
position to speak from. It does not offer Chrissie a sense of empowerment or
certainty. Instead she talks about feeling frustrated, angry, and uncertain about what
position she should take up and put into practice, and uncertain about the ‘ethical’
young woman she should work towards becoming. The critical position does not
offer her the same rewards for speaking from an invested position in the discourses
around health, femininity, and the body, including the rewards for desiring a body
which is celebrated and ‘valued’ by the society in which she lives. Simultaneously,
despite critiquing the discourse, the lack of investment in ‘health’ and ‘weight
maintenance’ practices still holds great risk – a risk which is tied with the deeply
felt fear of becoming the abject – that is, ‘getting fat’ and putting on weight.
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Discussion
In this chapter, I have examined the ways in which the young women engage with
discursive meanings around health, fitness, and femininity to understand their
bodies and selves. From the young women’s talk, it is clear that their constructions
of health and fitness intersect with the type of feminine subjects they work towards
and desire becoming. This concurs with Burn’s (1993) argument, pointing to the
ways in which the discursive resources of the healthism discourses, as they intersect
with notions of femininity and the body in consumer culture, provide a powerful set
of resources through which the young women talk about health and their bodies. In
addition, like the young people’s talk about health discussed by Burrows et al.
(2002) and the young women’s talk about health discussed by Evans et al. (2003),
my analysis of the young women’s talk demonstrates the dominance of meanings of
health which construct the individual to be responsible for maintaining and
improving their health through personal practices, such as exercise and diet.
It has been argued by Burns (1993), Gard and Wright (2001) and Evans et al.
(2003), that the imperatives of working on, and desiring, a ‘slim,’ ‘ideal,’ feminine
body, as reproduced by the healthism discourse and by historical constructions of
femininity, reproduce a ‘dangerous’ set of resources on which young women draw
to constitute their subjectivities. The dominance of healthism and traditional
femininity discourses in the young women’s talk is not just problematic in terms of
the occurrence of the extreme ways of engaging with the body, such as those which
are defined through some psychological discourses as ‘anorexic’ or ‘bulimic’
practices. As Fullagar (2001; 2003) argues, these discourses make available a way
of engaging with the body as needing to be controlled, worked, and altered. I have
demonstrated here that the healthism discourse privileges an austere and selfdisciplined relation to the self. In particular, this discourse reproduces an
engagement with food that is primarily about energy. Such discursive resources of
health and femininity also reproduce a notion of physical activity as a practice for
body maintenance and weight control. The body is thus positioned as an object to
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be worked on, and fixed, with body shape and weight constructed as indicators of
health. Through the constructions of the healthism discourse, bodies are defined and
classified through a binary construction where ‘slim’ and ‘toned’ equates a
‘healthy,’ ‘virtuous,’ and ‘desirable’ body, and ‘fat’ equates an ‘unhealthy,’
‘immoral,’ and, in Kristeva’s (1982) terms, ‘abject’ body.
With the emphasis placed on the body (shape and weight), the healthism discourse,
as it intersects with traditional notions of femininity, provides a pervasive set of
resources through which young women measure themselves and classify their sense
of self-worth and value. As has been demonstrated, through the young women’s talk
in this chapter, and as argued by Bordo (1993) and Burns (1993), it is through these
resources that girls, young women, and women come to judge themselves, and
develop a sense of anxiety and guilt about their bodies and behaviours. As Bordo
(1993) argues, it is within the “densely institutionalized” (p.32) contemporary
systems of knowledge around the body that “girls and women – and increasingly,
men and boys as well – come to believe that they are nothing (and are frequently
treated as nothing) unless they are trim, tight, lineless, bulgeless, and sagless”
(p.32).
Whilst the dominance of the healthism discourses, as tied to the imperatives of a
‘slim,’ toned body, provides a pervasive set of resources on which the young
women draw, the use of Foucault’s notion of the ‘technologies of the self’ has
allowed for an understanding of the different and ‘strategic’ ways the young women
engage with these discourses. In other words, it has allowed for an understanding
which moves beyond seeing the young women as ‘cultural dupes,’ or passive
receptors of culture, to understanding the ways in which the young women, in
Grosz’s (1994) terms, actively “sought out” (p.143) particular discourses to
constitute themselves as particular ‘normal,’ ‘healthy,’ young women.
Furthermore, Foucault’s notion of the ‘technologies of the self’ has also allowed for
an understanding of the importance of the specificity of the young women’s lives on
the ways in which they ‘sought-out’ and took up particular positions in discourse.
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Through the analysis, it has become apparent that Karen, Kim and Chrissie engaged
with discourses around health, femininity, and the body in quite different ways,
including through corporeal and personal investments, and through social
imperatives. The ways Karen, Kim and Chrissie worked on themselves and defined
health intersected with discursive resources of femininity available to them.
Interestingly, Kim and Chrissie drew on both traditional notions of femininity that
are linked to the body and appearance, and on discourses that allowed them to
critique those traditional notions. Given, however, the specificity of the young
women’s lives, it is important to ask: “Why are these critical positions taken up by
Kim and Chrissie, and not taken up by Karen?”
It seems that Karen did not need to question her position in relation to the healthism
discourse. Her body and practices are supported by a powerful set of cultural
assumptions around what it means to be ‘healthy.’ The emphasis placed on weight
loss and the body as an aesthetic project, in Karen’s talk, demonstrates the
constitutive nature of the power/knowledge nexus to bring about gendered desires.
Her talk about her body, and the body she wants and desires, is strongly influenced
by the ‘ideal,’ thin, feminine body ‘celebrated’ in dominant Australian society. It
would, however, be dismissive to assume Karen to be ‘acted’ upon or ‘subject’ to
the healthism discourse. Karen actively draws on and engages with the discourse to
constitute herself as a particular ‘healthy,’ young woman. She must work to
maintain her position, including by negating the questioning of others who have
recourse to discourses around anorexia. She engages with dominant health and
femininity discourses through a personal investment which is manifested through
her material pleasures in working on her body to lose weight, and her deeply felt
disgust and abjection towards fat.
It seems that Kim desires to become a very different young woman from Karen.
Kim engages with discourses around health, femininity, and the body through the
moral and social imperative of being a ‘balanced,’ young woman. She has access to
a conceptual set of resources and meanings which allow her to construct herself as a
young woman who is ‘beyond’ the desire to be thin. There are particular payoffs,
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for Kim, in taking a critical position. The ‘skill’ to consciously ‘work’ at not being
influenced by the ‘ideal,’ ‘thin,’ feminine image, and the skill of being critical of
information represented in the media are valued by her schooling. As discussed in
Chapter Six, these are skills that are valued by her school – Bloomsbury Girls’
Private, which is focused on producing young women who are independent, critical
thinkers, and leaders. These skills are also reproduced through the physical
education curriculum as being ‘ideal’ for an active, ‘healthy,’ citizen to possess. For
example, as Lupton (1999) argues, “the curriculum is directed at cultivating a
specific type of person: the participatory, autonomous, self-knowledgeable citizen
that is privileged in neo-liberalism” (p.298).
Kim seems to characterize the ‘ideal,’ neo-liberal subject Lupton (1999) refers to. In
the interviews, she works to construct herself as an ‘enlightened’ and ‘mature,’
young woman, who invests in a ‘holistic’ notion of health, and who is not like
‘Other’ young women who may invest in practices to becoming ‘thin.’ She
positions young women who desire to be ‘thin’ or lose weight for beauty as, in
Bordo’s (1993) terms, ‘cultural dupes.’ This is not unlike the young people’s talk
that is discussed in McLeod and Yates’ (1997) study who talked about the
investment in traditional practices of femininity, around body maintenance and
beauty, “as something that can be easily resisted on an individual basis” (p.38). Like
Kim, these young people positioned young women, who desired to be thin, as
“stupid girls being duped” (p.38), and they failed to talk about their own positioning
in relation to the discourse. For Kim, her position is ‘normal’ and ‘correct.’ It holds
particular returns of power within the context of her schooling. These returns of
power offer the emotional satisfaction of being ‘superior’ to ‘Other’ young women
who may invest in the ‘thin’ image, and also offer the emotional returns of living
out the moral imperative of being a young woman, who is in control of her desires
and body. However, as evidenced in her talk, Kim cannot completely escape the
power of the desire to be the ‘ideal,’ ‘thin,’ feminine subject which is valued by the
society in which she lives. In her talk, there is a discursive battle between
constructing herself as a young woman who is “mature” and critical of the “thin
body image message,” and as a young woman who values, and desires, to lose
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weight for health. The desire to be slim, thus, slips into her talk. For Kim, weight
loss seems to be less problematic when tied to scientific and medical notions of
health and fitness. She draws on a scientific notion of health and the body, in terms
of BMI and fitness, to ‘rationalise’ her investment into ‘health’ practices in order to
maintain her body weight and shape.
By comparison, Chrissie’s talk demonstrates the constant struggle between speaking
from an invested position in relation to healthism and femininity discourses, and
speaking from a critical position in relation to these discourses. Chrissie does not
seem to position those who take up and practise the rules of the healthism discourse
or those who desire to be ‘slim,’ as ‘cultural dupes.’ She, instead, talks about feeling
angry and frustrated about the ways of engaging with the self and the body made
available through the healthism and femininity discourses. It is difficult to
determine where and why Chrissie’s sense of frustration emerged. She recognises
her own and others’ positions in the discourse; however, her critical position does
not seem to offer her the resources to resist the ‘desire’ to be slim, nor to resist the
imperative to participate in weight maintenance practices. Whilst this is the case,
her critical position does provide her with the opportunity to challenge normalising
practices around the body, and to take up other ways of defining her body and self.
It provides her with the opportunity to draw on a different set of practices to engage
with the self, and work on the self.
Drawing on Foucault’s notion of the ‘technologies of the self’ to examine the young
women’s ‘strategic’ engagement with health and femininity discourses, does not
ignore the critical issues associated with the positioning of the body as an object for
health, and in particular, young women as objects of beauty. Such an analysis has
enabled an understanding of the investments, pleasures, and returns of power
associated with taking a particular position in relation to healthism/feminine body
discourses. As demonstrated in the young women’s talk, there are many cultural
returns and rewards for investing in the healthism discourse, and desiring to be a
‘slim,’ young woman. These returns are evident in the corporeal pleasures of
desiring the ‘ideal/slim/healthy’ body. The power of these discourses is also evident
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through the production of culturally embedded, corporeal feelings of abjection and
disgust towards fat and weight gain. Whilst the use of Foucault’s notion of the
‘technologies of the self’ has allowed for an understanding of the cultural
investments in taking a particular position in relation to the healthism discourse, it
has also demonstrated, to use Harrison’s (1995) term of phrase, “the paucity of
other ways” (p.161) of being, and subjectivities available to young women in our
society, including, as demonstrated by Chrissie’s talk, the ‘paucity’ of alternative,
or critical positions, in relation to health and traditional femininity discourses.
Consequently, given the ways in which notions of health are strongly tied to what it
means to be a culturally-valued, young woman in Australian society today, feminist
writers on the body, and physical and health educators, must acknowledge, on the
one hand, the power of healthism discourses and traditional notions of femininity to
constitute gendered desires, pleasures, and culturally embedded feelings of
abjection; and on the other hand, recognise the ‘limited’ cultural returns and
investments critical positions in relation to discourses around health, femininity, and
the body make available to young women in the current cultural context.
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CHAPTER 5
YOUNG WOMEN NEGOTIATING THE PLACE AND MEANING OF PHYSICAL
ACTIVITY IN THEIR LIVES

Introduction
The focus of this chapter is to develop, from a post-structural perspective, an
understanding of the place and meaning of physical activity in the lives of young
women. Whilst this focus may seem to have some similarities to the issues around
health, fitness, and the body, that were discussed in Chapter Four, limiting the
discussion entirely to health and fitness runs the risk of ignoring the ranges of ways
in which the young women made sense of the place of physical activity in their
lives. This is a task which, as Kirk (1999) stresses, must involve an exploration of
the discursive sets of meanings and resources available through the institutionalised
sites of sport, exercise, and physical recreation.
Exploring the discursive sets of resources available to the young women, to
constitute their meanings of physical activity, involves understanding the cultural
and historical context in, and through, which these meanings are constructed. This
task is taken up in the first section of this chapter. The historical and cultural
context of physical activity is highly structured by the institutional sites of sport and
exercise, through which powerful sets of hegemonic ideals around femininity and
masculinity are often (re)produced and sometimes challenged. One of the tasks of
this chapter is to explore the ways in which the young women negotiate their
experiences of, and engagement with, physical activity in relation to these
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hegemonic ideals, which, as argued by Scraton (1992) and Hall (1996), often
trivialise and marginalize women’s participation in physical activity. This involves
exploring how the young women’s constructions of themselves, as feminine
subjects, impact on how they think about their own physicality, and the place of
physical activity in their lives.
A second task of this chapter involves critically reviewing the literature on young
women and physical activity to explore the discursive ways in which young women
are positioned, and how young women’s relationships with physical activity have
been, and continue to be, defined. Through an analysis of this literature, I
demonstrate how, through its reporting of young women’s participation in physical
activity, this literature unquestioningly reproduces dominant assumptions of young
women as being at ‘risk’ of not participating in a ‘prescribed’ amount of physical
activity.
Highlighting both the cultural context of physical activity in Australia and the place
of young women in physical activity research allows for some understanding of the
discursive resources available to the young women to constitute the place of
physical activity in their lives. This includes understanding the “class and gender
specific, conformist and reproductive ways” (Kirk, 1999, p.71) that the young
women constitute their subjectivities. As argued in Chapter Four, identifying the
conceptual tools available to the young women is only half the task. The task must
also involve an exploration of the ways that these young women engage with, and
‘make use’ of, the discourses to constitute their subjectivities. In Chapter Four I
focused on the specific stories of three young women to highlight the ways in which
they actively engaged with particular discourses around health. In this chapter, I
take a thematic approach by analysing all of the young women’s interview
transcripts for similarities and differences across the data. As in Chapter Four,
Foucault’s notion of the ‘technologies of the self’ proves to be a useful concept. For
the purposes of the analysis reported in this chapter, the notion of the ‘technologies
of the self’ provides a useful way of thinking about the modes of relating to oneself
made available through physical activity discourses.
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Physical activity in the Australian context
As a starting point for an analysis of the place and meaning of physical activity in
the young women’s lives, it is necessary to identify the major sets of cultural and
institutional resources made available to them to constitute their subjectivities. This
involves asking:
i)

What forms and meanings of physical activity are dominant, and not
so dominant, in the Australian context?; and,

ii)

What forms of subjectivity and subjects are privileged in relation to
these meanings and forms of physical activity?

In thinking about the above questions, two dominant and institutionalised modes of
physical activity come to mind, including the social institution of sport, an
institution in which predominately white, ‘middle-class,’ hegemonic, masculine
subjects are privileged (Messner & Sabo, 1990); and cultural imperatives around
exercise - an arena pervaded by individualistic and moralistic meanings of health
which are realised in a ‘slim,’ ‘toned’ body. I now move to discuss each of these,
starting with examining the social institution of sport.

Sport as a social institution
AUSTRALIANS HAVE ALWAYS (original bolding and capitals) counted

themselves amongst the great sports loving people of the world. Our success
and enjoyment of sport are part of the Australian identity and one reason why
our lifestyle has become the envy of the world. (Part of a statement written by
Prime Minister John Howard and Minister for Sport & Tourism, Jackie Kelly,
cited in Australia Sports Commission, 2001, p.1)
This statement, written by Prime Minster John Howard and the Minster for Sport
and Tourism, Jackie Kelly, demonstrates the privileged place of sport in Australian
society. The central place that sport plays, in the construction of an Australian
national identity, has historically produced an approach to sport which is uncritical
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and idealised. To criticise, or not be “keen on sport, is… unclean, unmanly, even
homosexual, and definitely contrary to the ethics and super-religion of the nation”
(Dunstan, 1973, p.1).
In the social literature on physical activity, sport has been widely charged with
(re)producing traditional, hegemonic power relations, including dominant
constructions of gender or the ‘gender order’ (Connell, 1987; see Messner, 1990
and; Messner & Sabo, 1990, for a discussion of the 'gender order' in relation to
sport). At the same time, however, this literature points to sport as a social
institution through which traditional power relations can be challenged (for
example, by providing opportunities to challenge the notion that girls, young
women and women are ‘weak,’ ornamental objects).
The tradition, linking sport to masculinity, has led to a division between sports in
terms of gender (Cashman, 1995). Sport reproduces hegemonic constructions of
masculinity, where notions of ‘mateship,’ and ‘loyalty’, as well as ‘strength’ and
‘toughness’ are idealised. Sports which align themselves with these ideals hold a
privileged place in Australia’s physical activity culture. These sports include contact
team sports, such as football and rugby. The value placed on these sports is
evidenced by the high level of media coverage, and large amount of sponsorship
these sports accrue (Koivula, 1999). Sports which are often represented as
‘feminine’ include individual sports (such as tennis), team sports that are seen as
involving limited contact (for example netball), and artistic performance sports
(such as gymnastics). As Pirinen’s (1997) cultural analysis of the Finnish media
demonstrates, ‘women’s sports’ accrue less exposure in the media, with this
coverage generally reproducing hegemonic notions of femininity. Whilst the
media’s coverage of female sports has, at times, challenged traditional constructions
of femininity (for example, through the printing of images which focus on female
athletes’ skills or strength), the coverage mostly reproduces a construction of
femininity as submissive, weak, and emotional, and as tied to the sexualization of
the body and traditional notions of relationships, such as motherhood (Pirinen,
1997; Koivula, 1999). In addition to this, through choices of language, the media’s
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coverage of women’s sports also marginalizes and trivialises the participation and
achievements of women athletes by positioning the ‘male’ athlete as the norm, and
‘male’ performances as the benchmark upon which ‘female’ performances are
judged and ‘known’ (Hall, 1996; Pirinen, 1997).
Power, in dominant gender relations, is not only confirmed by, and operationalised
at, the institutional level of sport and the media, it also operates at the material level
of bodies, personal investments, and personal experiences. For Connell (2000), it is
through the practice of sport that young boys, in particular, are invited to experience
their bodies, and understand their bodies as being strong, skilful, aggressive, and
forceful, which for Connell (1987) “becomes a model of bodily action that has a
much wider relevance than the particular game” (p.85). Similarly to Connell (2000),
Iris Marion Young (1990b) discusses her observations of young girls’ bodies and
movement in space. She does this by drawing on the phenomenological work of
Merleau-Ponty to discuss the throwing movements and gross motor movements of
young girls and women. Young (1990b) conceptualises the differences of how
women and men approach physical tasks, not in terms of biological strength, but in
terms of “the way each sex uses the body in approaching tasks” (p.145), a ‘use’ that
is structured and determined by social imperatives around what it means to be a
woman or a girl. In terms of ‘throwing’ and other physical tasks, Young (1990b)
observes that young women and girls are also encouraged to experience their bodies
as objects (to be observed and gazed upon). They are encouraged to experience their
bodies as lacking skill, power, and strength, and they are encouraged to experience
their bodies in ways that encourage a feminine bodily comportment which develops
a “bodily timidity that increases with age” (p.154).
Whilst both Connell (1987; 2000) and Young (1990b) provide insightful examples
into the ways in which the extremes of hegemonic, gender ideals are embodied and
lived out, both point out that this is not the case for the way all young boys and
young girls experience their bodies. Some young men’s bodies and skills do not
confirm the ideal, and likewise, some young women ‘use’ their bodies in ways that
do not reflect a traditional ‘feminine’ bodily comportment. This, according to
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Kehily (2002), highlights the dynamic interplay between social and institutional
meanings and the materiality of the body. It allows for an understanding of the way
“that experiences at the level of the body offer possibilities for transgression and
change” (p.132).
A recent body of literature, focusing on physicality in sport and physical activity,
explores the interplay between the materiality of the body and social constructions
of gender. This literature demonstrates that, whilst dichotomous gender categories
provide a powerful set of resources through which sport is defined and experienced,
gender categories are not static or impenetrable. This set of literature, which I
classify as the physicality literature, provides a very useful resource to understand
the young women in this study’s physical activity experiences. This literature
highlights the ways in which women’s material experiences of sport are mediated in
terms of femininities, masculinities, and sexualities. It highlights the pleasures in
feeling strong, aggressive, and powerful, which are experienced by women
participating in traditionally masculine sports. For example, Young (1997) and
Scraton, Fasting, Pfister and Bunuel (1999) discuss women’s perceptions and
experiences of participating in sports often classified as masculine, such as football,
rugby, ice hockey, rock climbing, wrestling, and martial arts. Both Young (1997)
and Scraton et al. (1999) discuss the pleasures women experienced from the
physicality of traditionally masculine sports; that is, the pleasures they experienced
from the risk and ‘rough’ element of their participation in these sports. These
studies report women enjoying feeling strong, aggressive, forceful, skilful,
competitive, and powerful. At the same time, however, the physicality literature
highlights the ‘risks’ associated with being positioned outside normalised
constructions of femininity, which are faced by women participating in traditionally
masculine sports. The women in these studies did not entirely challenge hegemonic
notions of femininity. Young (1997), for instance, describes how, despite the
enjoyment of the physicality of their sport, the women were still concerned with a
perceived loss of femininity through their participation in their sport. As a
consequence, Scraton et al. (1999), describe women as experiencing “tensions
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between their active physicality… and what is deemed ‘safe,’ heterosexual
femininity” (p.108).
In addition to gender, sport is a social institution which has been, and continues to
be, strongly differentiated in relation to social class (Bourdieu, 1978; 1984). Sport,
as a social institution, operates to reproduce dominant, social class power relations
and identities. Within the Australian context, social class relations in sport have
been influenced by the British traditions of amateurism and the Australian notions
of ‘egalitarianism’ (Cashman, 1995). Class distinctions in sport evolved out of the
British Private Boys’ Schools’ strategic regulation of games into codified sports,
such as rugby and soccer (Goldlust, 1987). Sport evolved out of this process of
deliberate regulation and codification in boys’ schools, with the intentions of
transforming “the unruly folk football played by male students into a more
disciplined, though still aggressive game, (which) was perceived to provide a
medium for character building of an essentially masculine kind” (Wright, 1991a,
p.57). Games and sports within elite private boys’ schools, in Australia, thus
became associated with building leaders, team-work and loyalty, and as a means for
fostering discipline and an ethos of co-operation (Cashman, 1995).
Bourdieu (1978; 1984) argues that sport is a social practice through which
individuals, from different social class locations, distinguish themselves from
individuals from other social class locations. For Bourdieu (1978; 1884) a class
distinction exists between the ways in which individuals value sport, and the types
of sports they choose. Using occupation as the means to identifying class locations,
Bourdieu (1978; 1984) argues that individuals from the ‘middle-class’ in France
value sport for the opportunity to make contacts and socialise, and for the aesthetics
of the body.
According to Bourdieu (1978; 1984), individuals from ‘working-class’ social
locations have a very different orientation and engagement with sport to those from
‘middle-class’ backgrounds. This compares with the Australian historical context,
as described by Cashman (1995) and Stoddart (1986), where sport was valued by
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‘working-class’ individuals as a form of entertainment, and as a form of release
from work. Sport was also valued as a means of occupation or accessing income.
The very different contrast, between ‘working-class’ and ‘middle-class’ ideals of
sport, is evident through the emergence of Rugby League as a professional sport at
the beginning of the 1900s. Rugby League is commonly termed a ‘working-class’
sport. It emerged as an alternative professional sport to amateur code Rugby Union.
It provided players with the opportunity to earn an income from playing football
professionally, and for the sport to emerge as a revenue-making, spectator sport.
During the 19th century, and early 20th century, Australia’s sporting traditions were
influenced by British class-based constructions of ‘amateurism’ (Cashman, 1995).
For example, amateurism was equated with the development of ‘gentlemen’s’
virtues and the ‘middle-class’ moral imperative of creating individual character.
Through these constructions, certain types of sports were seen as being instrumental
to benefiting the individual, the institution (such as schools), and the nation
(Cashman, 1995).
The influence of ‘middle-class’ constructions of sport, as a practice that is beneficial
to the individual, institution, and nation, is evident in the following excerpt taken
from Appendix – A, the Australian Sports Commission’s policy (1999).5 Through
this construction of sport, certain subjects and forms of physical activity are
privileged. Those who participate are unquestionably ‘good’ and ‘virtuous’, and
living more fulfilling lives. In comparison, those who ‘choose’ to not participate,
are not only living less than fulfilled lives, they are also not contributing to the
development of the community and society:
Sport is a cultural activity which, practised fairly and equitably, enriches
society and friendships between nations. Sport is an activity which offers the
individual the opportunity of self-knowledge, self-expression and fulfilment;

5

This text has been quoted from Appendix A of this document which provides a summary
of the Brighton Declaration on Women and Sport, developed during the first international
conference on women and sport, in May 1994.
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personal achievement, skill acquisition and demonstration of ability; social
interaction, enjoyment, good health and well-being. Sport promotes
involvement, integration and responsibility in society and contributes to the
development of the community. (Australian Sport Commission, 1999, p.15)
Performance discourses (Tinning, 1997), that is, discourses that are concerned with
how a performance can be improved or enhanced, privilege ‘middle-class’
constructions of sport. These discourses ‘normalise’ bodies that are ‘skilled,’ and
‘motivated’ - bodies which are often associated with white, young, ‘middle-class’
males. In addition, these discourses hold consequences for the ways in which the
individuals, who do or do not conform to these ideals, constitute themselves and
their engagement with physical activity.

The discursive domain of exercise
Along with the institution of sport in Australian culture, the discursive domain of
exercise has historically evolved to dominate the place and meanings of physical
activity in the lives of many Australians. This began in the 1950s and was largely
inspired by research on cardiovascular disease (CVD) and other lifestyle diseases,
which linked heart attacks to a sedentary lifestyle (Gard & Wright, 2001). As a
consequence, physical activity was, and continues to be, constituted as a
prescriptive practice for avoiding ‘lifestyle’ diseases, reducing health risks, and
ultimately avoiding premature death. It has also recently been tied to the reduction
in mental illness and depression (Stephenson, Bauman, Armstrong, Smith &
Bellew, 2000). Sedentary behaviour or ‘physical inactivity,’ however, continues to
be purported as being “responsible for a large part of the total burden of disease and
disability in Australia” (Public Health Information Development Unit, 2001, p.7);
and, on the cost side, it is ‘responsible’ for an “estimated…$377 million annually”
(Public Health Information Development Unit, 2001, p.7. Also see Stephenson et
al., 2000, for a discussion of costs of illness attributed to physical inactivity in
Australia).
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The emphasis placed on reducing healthcare costs and the occurrence of disease
constructs physical activity as a risk-reducing practice to avoid ill-health.
Epidemiological literature reproduces the imperative to engage in physical activity
to reduce health risks and the occurrence of disease. This is exemplified in the
following quote, which is a typical representation of a statement found in the
opening paragraphs of research articles in medical and scientific journals dealing
with this topic:
Recent research and consensus statements from the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention and the American College of Sports Medicine have
emphasized the importance of regular, sustained physical activity in reducing
the risk of coronary heart disease, some forms of cancer, non-insulindependent diabetes mellitus, and osteoporosis. (Leslie,

Owen,

Salmon,

Bauman, Sallis & Lo, 1999, p.20)
Further, exercise is one form of physical activity described by epidemiological
literature to reduce risk of disease (both physical and mental) and increase
longevity. In this literature, exercise is defined as a form of physical activity which
is structured, organised, and repetitive (Caspersen, Powell & Christenson, 1985); it
is a ‘purposive’ practice which aims to improve, or maintain, one of the components
of physical fitness (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 1997; Sallis &
Owen, 1999). Through such a definition, physical activity is defined in terms of its
intensity (how much it gets your heart rate up), its duration, the type of activity
practised, and the length of participation. In this definition, the body becomes an
object to be worked on to improve, or maintain, its ‘proper’ and ‘efficient’
functioning.
Epidemiological research reproduces the notion of a standard level of physical
activity participation for ‘health.’ For example, it is currently purported that the
‘healthy’ duration and frequency of physical activity is thirty minutes on most days
of the week, of either incremental or purposive activity (Active Australia, 1999).
Epidemiological research draws on this prescribed amount of physical activity to
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determine who is, or isn’t, ‘at-risk’ from inactivity. From these studies, both
children and young people continue to be classified as being ‘at risk’ from sedentary
behaviour, such as watching television or playing computer/video games (Bar-Or,
2000). The scrutiny of children and young people’s physical activity, or inactivity,
has largely been inspired by the fear of the ‘obesity epidemic,’ and the assumption
that “many obese children and adolescents become obese adults” (Bar-Or, 2000,
p.51; also see Public Health Information Development Unit, 2001)
The regimes of ‘truth’ reproduced by epidemiological research do not always go
unchecked. For example, the findings from Marshall, Biddle, Sallis, Mckenzie and
Conway’s (2002a; 2002b) research challenge the “assumption that physical activity
and sedentary behavior share an inverse and causal relationship” (2002a, p.413).
From their study of physical activity and sedentary behaviour of young people,
Marshall et al. (2002a) found that “both boys and girls reporting low levels of
physical activity also reported low levels of virtually all sedentary behaviors”
(p.414). Their findings thus dispute the common links made between sedentary
behaviour and physical activity, and demonstrate the difficulty in understanding
people’s complex lives through simplistic surveys.
Despite critiques of the links between sedentary behaviour and inactivity, such as
those discussed by Marshall et al. (2002a; 2002b), medicalised discourses around
exercise and ‘sedentary’ behaviour are often unproblematically taken up in national
guidelines (For example, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 1997; Active
Australia, 1999; Australian Sports Commission, 1999; Bauman, Bellew, Vita,
Brown & Owen, 2002). Whilst these guidelines focus on physical activity, and not
specifically on exercise, an underlying medical imperative pervades most of these
documents. They point, for example, to the risks of sedentary behaviour, the
benefits of physical activity, and the social and financial ‘burden’ of physical
inactivity. This is evident in the recently published National Physical Activity
Guidelines for Australians (Active Australia, 1999), which prescribes “the
minimum levels of physical activity for good health” (p.1). Within this document,
medicalised and physiological constructions of physical activity are privileged. This
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is evidenced through the use of terms such as, “moderate intensity,” and “vigorous
exercise,” and also through the emphasis placed on individuals’ self-monitoring
their physical activity participation (Active Australia, 1999, p.1). A medicalised
notion of physical activity is also evidenced by the unproblematic link made
between physical activity and the prevention of obesity.
According to Fullagar (2001), the medicalised notions of physical activity, taken up
in the Active Australia campaign, “increasingly subject the body to the calculative
rationality organised around risk reduction” (p.80-81). As a consequence, she
argues that these discourses reproduce an instrumental relation to the body, with the
body being positioned as an object of health to be worked on, and constantly
scrutinized. From Fullagar’s perspective, medicalised notions of physical activity
work to immobilise “other experiences of physicality through leisure that may
produce a different knowledge relation to the self and an alternative ethics to live
by” (p.82).
As well as an instrumental and calculative relation to the self and body, Fullagar
(2001) argues that the Active Australia campaign reproduces moralistic and
individualistic ways of seeing physical activity. The National Physical Activity
Guidelines for Australians (Active Australia, 1999) lists four main guidelines for
individuals to take up to ensure a ‘healthy,’ long life – and to avoid obesity. The
guidelines prescribe how much physical activity individuals ‘should’ participate in,
for example, “30 minutes of physical activity on most if not all days” (Active
Australia, 1999, p.1), and how individuals should “think” about physical activity.
This is exemplified in the first guideline of the policy which states: “think of
movement as an opportunity, not an inconvenience” (Active Australia, 1999, p.2).
Fullagar (2001) argues that within “the Active Australia campaign there is a moral
imperative prescription that activity is good and that inactivity is a guilt-producing
and ineffective management of time and hence self” (p.80). This construction of
physical activity attempts to reproduce a self-governing relation to the self, through
which, on the one hand, inactivity is morally questionable, and, on the other hand,
participation in activity displays control over one’s lifestyle. There is an emphasis
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placed on individuals participating in particular kinds of physical activity, or ‘active
leisure,’ to fulfil their duty, rather than for enjoyment or other ethics of the self
(Fullagar, 2003).
Fullagar (2001) argues that medicalised and moralistic discourses, within the Active
Australia campaign, have “bio-political effects” (p.80) which work to position those
classified as ‘sedentary populations’ as “morally suspect and lacking in responsible
self management” (p.80). Fullagar (2001) argues that the populations classified as
most sedentary include the aged, women and individuals from “certain ethnic
communities” (p.80). Due to the powerful discourses, which link health to body
shape and weight, and the emergence of discourses around the obesity epidemic,
those classified as overweight and obese are also positioned as “morally suspect”
(Fullagar, 2001, p.80).
Exercise discourses thus can be argued to produce a relation with the self focused
on working on the body as an object for health. This relation of the self is one which
young women in this study draw on to make sense of their bodies, and develop a
sense of self. Exercise discourses also privilege a set of discursive resources through
which alternative forms of physical activity practices (such as yoga, tai chi and
dance) are silenced. Whilst these physical activity practices themselves are
becoming more and more popular (and trendy), the ways in which they are practised
and the discourses which inform this practice, are those associated with exercise,
fitness, and inevitably, the shape of the body. For instance, in the Body+Soul,
section of The Sunday Telegraph, Dreyfuss (2003) writes about how yoga can “help
improve your sporting prowess” (p.6), and lists “five sporting reasons to do yoga”
including to “increase your muscle strength, control, and range of motion,” and to
boost “the flow of oxygen to the muscles” (p.6). Yoga, thus, becomes a means to
work on the body to improve performance and functioning. As a consequence, other
ways of “working with bodies which recognise the pleasure in and of movement
and which also serve to create a more connected body” (Wright, 2000, p.36) are
silenced.
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Both the social institution of sport, and the discursive arena of exercise, reproduce a
powerful set of cultural resources which young women draw on to constitute their
engagement with physical activity. In terms of Foucault’s notion of the
‘technologies of the self,’ these cultural resources offer modes of engaging, working
on, and knowing the self and body. What I am interested in exploring in this chapter
are the different ways in which the young women draw on these modes of being to
make sense of their physical activity experiences and bodies. Sport, exercise, and
fitness discourses also provide a pervasive set of discursive resources upon which
‘experts,’ such as those from large scale epidemiological research and psychological
or psychosocial research paradigms, draw on to constitute the lives of others,
including the lives of young women.

Young Women and Physical Activity Research
Armed with the pastoral imperatives and calculated notions around the instrumental
health benefits of physical activity, it is no wonder that much panic around young
women’s so called ‘declining,’ and ‘decreasing,’ participation in physical activity
has become a popular topic for discussion in the health and physical activity
literature. This literature is overwhelming, both in quantity and in the shrill
repetition of its message – a message which constantly, and consistently, compares
young women to young men’s participation to position them as ‘at risk,’ and as
deviating from the ‘norms’ of physical activity participation. This is exemplified in
the following quote from one of the leading researchers in the field of physical
activity participation literature: “being already significantly less active than boys,
adolescent girls need special attention, because a pattern of low physical activity
seems to stabilize at an early age” (De Bourdeaudhuij et al., 2002, p.382).
Young women’s physical activity levels and rates are described as being less than
adequate, as compared to the exemplary physical activity participation of ‘boys.’
The way young women are constructed, in epidemiological literature, is particularly
evident in the value laden and individualised terminology used to describe their
relation with physical activity - such as terms including, “insufficient levels of
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physical activity,” “dropping out,” “at risk” (Armstrong et al., 1990; Australia
Sports Commission, 1991; Leslie et al., 1999; Schmitz, Lytle, Phillips, Murray,
Birnbaum & Kubik, 2002) and “more sedentary” (Garcia et al., 1995, p.217).
“Dropping out,” for example, implies a wilful relegation of the self to the suspect,
immoral margins of society, and thus positions young women as lacking
commitment, and as making the ‘wrong’ decision by ‘dropping out’ of something
valuable and necessary. These terms also draw on an individualistic and moralistic
way of seeing physical activity, which contribute to the reproduction of a set of
prescriptive practices outlining how individuals should live their lives.
The young women, positioned as being the most ‘at risk,’ are those identified as
being from non-Anglo-Saxon, cultural backgrounds, or those from a non-English
speaking background (NESB) (Tang, Mak & Choucair, 1999), and those from
“low socio-economic status (SES) families” (Zakarian, Hovell, Hofstetter, Sallis
&

Keating, 1994, p.314). In order to save these young women from the

consequences of inactivity, an array of research from various fields, including
psychological and behavioural science perspectives, along with a vast commitment
of funds and time, has been devoted to understanding young women and their lives.
For example, Collins and Kay (2001), draw on empirical literature to compile a list
of the events which are most likely to impact on the occurrence of young women
dropping out of sports participation. As evidenced in the following excerpt, young
women’s ‘lifestyle’ decisions to increase time devoted to study or work, or their
decisions to cohabitate, are defined as misguided, or unbalanced – especially when
the decisions detract from time spent participating in physical activity:
From the limited survey data and the international research literature, it is
clear that there is a social and income gradient in youth sports
participation, that girls’ choices are not as wide as boys, and that, despite
high levels of enjoyment, there are several points at which dropping out
can occur, when:
PE becomes optional and/or children become involved in intensive
study career-forming exams (in England, GCSEs)
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getting involved in vocational study or full-time work
getting married/ cohabiting, and having children, especially the first
moving house or job or breaking up social networks. (Collins & Kay,
2001, p.95)
Interestingly, Leslie et al. (1999) discuss quite contradictory findings in their study
of Australian university students. In their study, Leslie et al. (1999) report that
females not working are “more likely to be insufficiently active than those who
were employed” (p.26). To explain these findings Leslie et al. (1999) describe
employed individuals as “more organized” and ‘efficient’ citizens. For example,
they state that:
Being employed may be associated with being more organized and able to
manage time better, which facilitates physical activity. Possibly employed
students use physical activity for stress reduction. (p.26)
Elsewhere, from a psychosocial perspective, Sleap and Wormald (2001) quite
explicitly classify young women, who would choose activities other than physical
activity, as misguided individuals. Drawing on focus group interviews with young
women, they interpret the young women’s reasons for not participating in physical
activity, such as feeling tired and needing to give time to study and part time work,
as a “polite disguise” (p.32). In other words, it would seem that there are no good
reasons for non-participation. Instead, through the normalising power of the
discourse, physical activity is constructed as being part of a “normal lifestyle:”
The response ‘lack of time’ may be a polite disguise for ‘I really have other
priorities’ – for example, people may prefer to use their free time watching an
hour’s television rather than taking a cycle ride. Many of the young women
seem to feel that they have to set aside time for physical activity, rather than
adopting it as part of their normal lifestyle. (Sleap & Wormald, 2001, p.32)
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In attempting to understand why young women do, or do not, make ‘normal’
choices in relation to physical activity, a large body of literature has been generated.
This literature is primarily concerned with interpreting young women’s behaviour
from a psychological point of view. From this perspective, there is a concern to
understand the ‘problem’ from an individual, rather than a socio-cultural
perspective. For example, studies, including Jaffee and Ricker (1993), Garcia et al.
(1995), Vescio, Taylor and Toohey (1999), Sleap and Wormald (2001), and
Schmitz et al. (2002), define certain psychological “barriers” to participation for
young women. These barriers include low self-esteem, feeling self-conscious about
body shape and size, possessing low levels of perceived competency, and low self–
efficacy. Recent studies from this perspective also classify obesity as a barrier to
exercise or physical activity participation (Ball, Crawford & Owen, 2000). This
body of research fails to conceptualise the complex social and cultural context in,
and through which young women live their lives. In other words, young women’s
‘problematic’ engagement with physical activity is explained, and attributed, to
factors internal to young women themselves.
Across the epidemiological, psychological and social physical activity literature
‘gender’ is constructed as a standardised variable and predictor to behaviour and
interests of individuals on the basis of ‘sex.’ In this way, “gender has been
constructed as a ‘variable’ shaping” (Fullagar, 2003, p.47) young women’s
behaviour, interests, and decisions around physical activity. Such an approach
ignores the complex and fluid ways in which gendered subjectivities are constituted
in relation to class, ethnicity, and sexuality, and the possibilities for multiple
genders. Fullagar (2003) also argues that such an approach ignores the physicality
and embodied, lived experiences of individuals – issues central to a feminist, poststructuralist approach, which are discussed in the following section of this chapter
in relation to the young women’s talk about physical activity.
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Physical Activity in the Lives of Young Women
Exploring the place and meaning of physical activity in the lives of young women
from a post-structural, feminist perspective, involves exploring the discursive sets
of ‘truths’ drawn on by them to make sense of their participation, or nonparticipation, in physical activity. It involves going beyond an interpretive analysis,
which reports what was said, to analysing how the young women come to talk about
their participation, or non-participation, in particular ways (Wright, 2003). In terms
of drawing on Foucault’s notion of ‘practices of the self,’ going beyond an
interpretive approach involves exploring the ways of being, and engaging, with the
self, and the body, made available through particular discourses, and exploring the
consequences for these in relation to how the young women govern themselves and
engage with their bodies as feminine subjects.
During the interviews, the young women were asked to talk about their past, and
present, participation in physical activity; and why, and how, they became involved
in various activities; and why they continued to participate, or not. To capture a
sense of what was important to them, in relation to their participation, the young
women were asked to describe what they remembered about their participation in
different activities and also what their feelings and experiences, in those activities,
were.
From an analysis of the interview transcripts, three main reasons, or rationales, for
participating in physical activity emerged in the young women’s talk. These three
rationales, for participating in physical activity, make available different modes of
relating to the self, and lived relations to the body. Firstly, the young women’s
engagement with physical activity was constituted in relation to personal interests
and material experiences of pleasure, fun and physicality. Secondly, it was
constituted as a means for working on the body for health and fitness; and thirdly, it
was constituted as being part of a ‘busy’ and ‘balanced’ life. Interestingly, across
these three themes, a pattern of difference, in the ways of talking about the place of
physical activity in their lives, emerged from the young women from Bloomsbury
as compared to the talk from the young women from Sunnydale.
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Fun, pleasure, physicality and physical activity
The first theme to become apparent, from an analysis of the young women’s
interviews, was that they talked about participating in physical activity for the
personal interests of fun and enjoyment, and for the corporeal pleasures it afforded
them. Whilst, it would seem probable to frame these ‘personal’ interests within the
realm of the non-discursive, these personal interests, desires, and corporeal
pleasures were not disconnected from the social. The young women made sense of
their personal pleasures and their own physicality in relation to gendered discourses,
and discourses around performance and competency. The ways in which the young
women came to talk about their embodied relation to the world, their sensual
experiences, and their physicality, was tied to the ways in which they constructed
themselves as particular feminine subjects. What this demonstrates, as Grosz
(1994), Burkitt (1999) and Connell (2000) argue, is the ways, in which both the
discursive and the material, impact on how individuals constitute their
subjectivities, and engage with the world. Conversely, it also demonstrates the
importance of not reducing sensual and bodily experiences entirely to social or
linguistic constructions (Grosz, 1994; Burkitt, 1999; Connell, 2000).
The most obvious articulation of participating in physical activity for enjoyment,
found in the young women’s interview transcripts, was the talk about “fun.” Fun, as
a main reason for participating in physical activity, has been articulated by young
women in many other studies (for example, Jaffee & Manzer, 1992; Kientzler,
1999; Tergerson & King, 2002). However, conceptualising what fun meant to the
young women is not an easy task. Firstly, when talking about fun, the young women
did not elaborate, or explain in detail, what fun meant to them; nor did I ask
questions to unpack this. The word ‘fun’ was often found in short statements, such
as, “Just for fun, just to have fun” (Felicia, post HSC Interview, 2002, Text Unit:
153). The young women seemed to talk about fun as a taken-for-granted notion. In
other words, it was a notion that I, as the interviewer, would know and understand.
Secondly, the notion of fun was difficult for me to conceptualise, because the young
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women often linked it to other topics. For example, when answering the question,
“Why do you play hockey?,” Eve stated ,“It’s fun. It’s getting out there and doing
something. It keeps me fit.” My quandary related to deciding whether fun was about
the visceral pleasure of participating in itself, or whether other reasons for
participating were linked to why participating was fun.
To gain an understanding of the young women’s material experiences and pleasure,
I extended the focus, beyond specific talk around “fun,” to looking for the instances
in the interview texts where the young women talked about feeling good around
participating. Out of the data, three main themes around the notion of fun and
enjoyment emerged. These themes included having fun with friends and being part
of a team, enjoying competition – but only to a point, and enjoying the corporeal
pleasures of physicality and feeling competent.

Fun with friends and being in a team
The importance of ‘friends’ and ‘socialising’ emerged in the talk of all the young
women in this study. This is not so surprising, as the importance of socialising and
friends, as a motivator for physical activity, is well documented in a vast array of
literature about physical activity and young women (For example, Coakley &
White, 1992; Mulvihill, Rivers & Aggleton, 2000; Watson, Poczwardowski &
Eisenman, 2000; Flintoff & Scraton, 2001; Sleap & Wormald, 2001; Tergerson &
King, 2002). The following quote from Chrissie exemplifies the talk about the
importance of friends for the young women’s physical activity participation:
Um, I do (physical activity) if my friends were doing it, because it's a lot of
fun when you do it with friends. (Chrissie, Yr11 Introduction Interview, 2000,
Text Unit: 107-108)
Some of the young women talked about not participating in physical activity unless
friends were present. Angela, for example, a young woman who described herself as
disliking all forms of physical activity, talked about only participating in physical
activity if her friends were present. Through the presence of friends, in a socialising
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environment where she can chat and have fun, Angela challenges her old
expectations of physical activity as being onerous and boring:
With friends, anything that involves them doesn’t feel like anything, because
you are socialising and talking. But if it’s like a serious run, or like I said,
walking, it feels like forever. As long as it’s friends and in a social
environment, then I can; but if it's all by myself and there is nothing there,
then no, I can’t stand it. (Angela, Introduction interview, 2000, Text Unit: 54)
Some of the other young women talked about physical activity as being an
important site for meeting new people and building new friendships. Karen, for
example, talked about the pleasure experienced in interacting and building
friendships with her team-mates – both on and off the field:
Gabrielle: What does (hockey) add to your life?
Karen:
Well, there’s the social interactions with people. I mean the team I
absolutely love. I do things with them on the weekend, not just
hockey orientated, but we go to dinner with them, go to golf, or go
watch a soccer game with them, or something. But well I mean, I
feel like I am closer with them than I am with my school friends. I
just get along with them so well and this is the ‘mum’s team.’
Most people call them the ‘grannies.’ Haha, but yeah, I get along
with them well, and I just love running around, and I love the
sport. (Karen, Yr11 Health interview, 2000, Text Units: 30-31).
Whereas Karen’s hockey experiences had led to her forming friendships beyond her
school setting, for many of the young women from Bloomsbury, school sport
provided opportunities to meet new friends, and establish good relationships with
other students from their school. For these young women, school sport and physical
activity was talked about as a means for making connections with students from
different grades, and for becoming a part of the school community. This is clearly
evident in Faye’s talk about her school dance club participation, in which she took
on the role of a teacher:
Gabrielle: And um, how do you feel when you are interacting with the other
girls?
Faye:
Um, I like it. I like the fact, um, like they listen to us, but they still
know that we’re not being really mean to them, or whatever. Like,
it’s sort of a respect thing. Like, we respect them, and they respect
129

us. So yeah, it’s also, um, like whenever I see them at school they
always smile at me, and, in a way, it makes me feel a little bit
more confident about myself as well, or just about being around in
the whole school community thing. ‘Cause I think that maybe
people see you differently, maybe, like when they see you get up
and perform in assembly, or something like that. Yeah.
(Faye, Observation interview, 2001, text unit 12-13).
Some of the young women also talked about enjoying, and deriving pleasure from,
the social aspects of sport through being part of a team. The majority of this talk
was found in the young women’s transcripts from Bloomsbury. These young
women talked about the good feelings from caring, encouraging, and cooperating
with others. For example, in the following quote, Kim talks about valuing not only
the common goal of winning, but also the pleasure and enjoyment involved in
working “together as a group” and cooperating. These values seem to hold many
emotional rewards for Kim, including the reward of feeling success and
achievement:
Gabrielle: How do you feel when you play?
Kim:
Um, whenever I play a game of water polo I’m happy. It’s, it’s
nothing to do with my performance. It’s just – “I played water
polo and that’s what I love doing.” I like it. But it depends. It
doesn’t matter if we have won or lost, like as a team, but whether
we have played up to our standard. I mean we all have off games,
but when we come together as a group, like we did last year, it’s
excellent because we play like a team. If we don’t play like a team
then it’s really, like it’s worth it, but it’s not as fun when you do,
when you all co-operate and it’s a great feeling. You know, you
can win and still all not feel happy, and when you are all together
it’s excellent. (Kim, Introduction Interview, 2000, text unit 2627).
As will be discussed in Chapter Six, these ways of describing team-work are central
to the ethos of sport at Kim’s School, Bloomsbury Girls’ Private. At Bloomsbury,
teams sports are valued for providing opportunities for students to develop teamwork; however, it is a particular way of playing as a team and being a team member
which is encouraged. It is about striving to work together and cooperate, rather than
win.
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The construction of physical activity, as a site for creating new friendships at school
and being part of a team, is more apparent in the young women’s talk from
Bloomsbury. What particularly stands out in their talk is the strong presence of the
school in their experiences of physical activity. Physical activity is talked about as
an instrumental medium for developing school networks, becoming part of the
school community, and becoming a valued team member. These ways of talking
about school sport are not simply rhetorical. On the contrary, they are closely
associated with the emotional and social investments of belonging to a team, and
the pleasures of being a valued school member. The rationale for participating in
physical activity for developing team-work skills and learning to co-operate with
others produces particular ethics of relating to the self which is tied the values and
priorities of the school and, as argued in Chapter Six, is associated with the
particular subject the school works to produce. In comparison, there was little
reference to physical activity, as a

means for becoming part of their school

community, from the young women from Sunnydale. For these young women,
physical activity was a means for having fun with friends, for socialising, and
chatting.

Fun competing against others – but only to a point
Contrary to much of the traditional literature about young women and physical
activity (see for example Jaffee & Manzer, 1992), some of the young women talked
about competition and winning as ‘fun.’ For example, in the following quotes,
Jessica talks about missing the “competitiveness” of dance and the opportunity to be
“number one:”
Gabrielle: Do you miss dance for any other reasons?
Jessica:
Well, I miss doing stuff, and yeah, it was fun. Like I miss meeting
new people and the funness of it. And I suppose in my younger
years I miss the competitiveness of it. Because it’s always good to
see how you can improve, and how you compare to someone. I
suppose the competitiveness; I suppose I miss that as well, like
knowing that I can beat someone and be number one. Having that
achievement. (Jessica, Yr11 Introduction Interview, 2000, Text
Unit: 72-73).
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There were not many young women who talked about competition like Jessica, with
the emphasis on the end result of winning, and being the best. However, some of the
other young women did talk about the material pleasures associated with the
challenge of competition. What is particularly telling is that those, who talked about
the pleasures of striving to achieve through competition, were the young women
from Bloomsbury. In the following quote, for example, while Kim does talk about
striving to be number one, she seems to place more emphasis on enjoying the
challenge of the game. That is, she does this in the context of comparing the rules of
Independent Girls’ School Sport Association (IGSSA) to those of the Independent
Boys’ Schools (GPS). She points to the different values around competition taken
up by each association. She talks about the strong emphasis on enjoying
competition to win, taken up in the boys’ school sport policy, as being quite
different to the value of competing or “play(ing) in fun,” which is emphasised in the
IGSSA guidelines:
Gabrielle: Do you like competing against the other schools?
Kim:
Yep! It’s very different to the GPS, which is the boys’ equivalent.
Whereas IGSSA, which is what we compete in, is very... the
guidelines rule that we should play in fun. Whereas GPS is all,
like you die if you loose a game. It is very rough and tumble. But I
mean, in my competition, I think that once you get into the higher
grades it gets competitive, anyway, so that’s what I think (end of
tape).I was talking about the competition. So next question.
Gabrielle: So are most teams competitive?
Kim:
Yeah, as soon as you hit the higher grades, it’s taken seriously,
and it’s no longer a social team. So that’s good.
(Kim, Yr11 Introduction Interview, 2000, Text Unit: 71-74)
Whilst some young women talked about competition as being pleasurable, others
talked about it as the ‘nemesis’ of fun. Jo, also from Bloomsbury, talked about how
competition can be a real turn off. For her, pleasure seems to be about just playing
the game:
Sometimes, like when I started playing hockey a couple of years ago, we had
a beginners team, and it was sort of fun; like less competitive, like none of us
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knew how to play, so we all just went with it. (Jo, Yr12 Catch up Interview,
2001, Text Unit:77).
Like the young women in Park and Wright’s (2000) study, enjoyment or dislike of
competition seemed to depend on factors other than the competition itself. For
example, the young women talked about disliking competition because of the way it
often changed the social context in which the physical activity was practised. This is
exemplified in the following quote from Karen, who despite being a highly skilled
hockey player, explains that one reason for her ‘dropping out’ of the game was
because her team-mates started to take it too seriously:
I think it’s a shame because I always said I wouldn’t give up hockey, not for
anything. But what’s the point of playing if you don’t enjoy it. I enjoy the
game, I just don’t enjoy the bitching that goes on. I don’t know, and I don’t
enjoy when people continuously keep doing the same thing, or keep yelling at
someone; all that type of thing; they take it too seriously. They make it feel
like you are playing the bloody Grand Final of the Australian team or
something and you are in D Division, Women’s Comp in Sunnydale. People
just take it overboard. (Karen, R4-1, Post HSC-Work Interview, 2002, Text
Unit: 99).
Young women are traditionally constructed as disliking competition (Jaffee &
Manzer, 1992). An analysis of the young women’s talk, however, challenges this
unilateral positioning of young women and competition. It demonstrates that some
of the young women enjoyed the corporeal pleasures and experiences of
competition. These young women, like the women discussed in the physicality
literature (for example, Theberge, 1997; Young, 1997; Scraton et al. (1999)
generally, participated in traditionally ‘masculine’ sports in which competition is
understood to be part of the game. Kim, for example, was one young woman who
talked about enjoying the “rough and tumble” and physicality of waterpolo.
What is again most telling about the young women’s talk about competition is that
the majority of it can be found in the transcripts of the young women from
Bloomsbury. As will be discussed in Chapter Six, the notion of competition,
reproduced by the school and taken up in the young women’s talk, was mediated by
a performance discourse which emphasised the ‘middle-class’ notions of sport,
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where one strives to do one’s best, to challenge the self, and to develop skill. This
notion of competition privileges a particular form of feminine subject that can be
competitive, but should never strive to win at all cost.

The corporeal pleasures of competency and physicality
In this section, I discuss the physicality and corporeal pleasures talked about by the
young women in relation to their participation in physical activity. Similar to their
talk about ‘fun,’ some of the young women found it difficult to describe their
corporeal feelings when participating in physical activity. When it came to
describing the material pleasures and sensuality of the body, the discursive
resources available to the young women were less structured than other ways of
talking about physical activity, such as those that they drew on when talking about
physical activity in relation to weight loss or health. In particular, some of the
young women expressed difficulty in describing the corporeal pleasures of
movement and the application of the body in space. For example, when talking
about what it feels like to hit the ball in softball, Felicia states: “I suppose you have
to see it, or do it too. You can't explain it” (Felicia, Yr12 Mapping Interview, 2001,
Text unit:138).
Despite the uncertainty and ambiguity that surrounded the articulation of the
corporeal pleasures, a major theme, which emerged from the data, was how the
young women derived pleasure from performing skills competently or efficiently.
These pleasures are articulated by other women in the physicality literature
(Theberge, 1997; Young 1997; Scraton et al., 1999). Most of the young women
discussed the pleasure and enjoyment they received when performing a skill or
activity competently or efficiently. For example, in the following quote, Faye talks
about the pleasure she experiences from the stimulation of music; from arriving at
the point where she can perform a dance without a mistake; and the pleasures from
watching those, she has been teaching, perform well. Her kinaesthetic pleasures
seem to be constituted through a complex interaction of both the material and the
social:
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Gabrielle: And when you do the dance, like at home or in the class how does
that feel?
Faye:
Um, yeah, it’s just like, you know, every time the music comes on
you sort of have an energy burst. Like, you know if you keep
hearing it and, like every time I do the dance it’s just like, yeah, a
burst of energy, so you just put all your energy into it. And even
though we do the dance, what maybe ten times, I don’t seem to
get sick and tired of it. And I think that you find that with a lot of
people. Like as soon as, like yeah, as soon as the music comes on
they are ready to dance, and, you know, they are into it, yeah, so
it’s good. And like, also, once you do it without doing mistakes
you just get really excited; because once you do it without doing
mistakes you are like ‘oh my gosh!,’ ‘cause it’s like a great feat or
something like that. (Faye, Yr12 Observation Interview, 2001,
Text Unit: 22-23).
In contrast, to feeling pleasure with competence, were the stories of frustration.
Many of the young women talked about feeling frustrated, or embarrassed, by not
performing a skill correctly. These stories ranged from the very competent players
assessing their skills and feeling frustrated, because they knew they could perform a
particular skill more efficiently, to the stories of those who talked about feeling
excluded from physical activity, because they did not know how to performs the
skills, or they did not know the rules of certain sports. Angela’s story exemplifies
the latter. Angela talked about feeling uncomfortable, when playing sport in
general, because of her lack of ‘skill’ and ‘knowledge.’ In her accounts of her early
experiences with physical education and sport, as a new immigrant to Australia,
there is a sense of her coming to understand herself and her performances as not
‘measuring’ up to the idealised subject of these physical activity spaces, including
school sport and physical education lessons. This is a theme which resonates across
most of Angela’s interviews, and is evident in the following excerpt. Angela’s talk
demonstrates how, to a certain extent, she constitutes herself, through a
performance discourse, by positioning herself as the antithesis of the ‘ideal’ sporty
subject – a positioning which, she feels, would only be confirmed through further
participation in physical activity, especially participation in front of others:
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Angela:

… from the beginning, I have never bothered to, you know. In
your primary school they teach you how to do sport; well I never
learnt the rules; I never knew how to do it, and I never built up
upon it. So it comes to this age, and when somebody says play
this, I would be like “How?” That’s just embarrassing, ‘cause I’d
be the only one who wouldn’t know how to do something, and so
that’s why I never bothered with it. That’s part of the reason why
I wasn’t into sport, because I would be like the one who wouldn’t
know how to do anything. It’s sort of like saving myself the
embarrassment, you know, of looking like an idiot.
Gabrielle: So that’s what it’s been like all through school.
Angela:
Basically yes. That’s probably why I’m not into sports, because I
don’t know how to do it, and like, say if I have to run around and I
know I’m gonna come last, I’m not gonna say “Okay, I want to do
it. I want to do it.” And everyone can see that I’m so last, and
people have finished their race and I’m still running away. So, if
you know what I mean? So, it’s like I’m saving myself from the
embarrassment of doing it.
Gabrielle: Like getting a ball in the head or something.
Angela:
Yes, and I get more self-conscious when I’m doing sports; like
otherwise I don’t really care what I’m doing, you know. But when
I’m doing sport I just get self-conscious. Like you know, ‘What
are they thinking?’; they’re looking at me, they’re making fun of
me, and stuff like that. But that’s how I’ve always been with
sports. (Angela, PostHSC Interview, 2001, Text Unit: 272-276)
As discussed earlier in this chapter, performance discourses provide a powerful
context in and through which individuals can be positioned, and can position
themselves, as ‘normal’ or ‘abnormal.’ They operate to privilege certain subjects
over others, and position others as lacking and disadvantaged. In this section of her
interview, Angela draws on performance discourses to position heself as ‘abnormal’
and lacking. Her talk demonstrates how performance discourses privilege a subject
who is ‘skilled,’ and knows the rules. Whilst Angela initially dismisses the effects
of not knowing the rules, or how to play sports, she also speaks of being
embarrassed by this, and feeling self-conscious about “making a fool of (her)self”
when participating. How she positions herself in relation to performances
discourses, as constructed through her school sport and physical education
experiences, has clearly influenced how she feels about physical activity and her
body.
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It is clear that some of these young women’s experiences of a competent or skilful
physicality disrupts Iris Marion Young’s (1990b) observation that young women (in
general) are not encouraged to experience their bodies as being capable in physical
activity settings. However, what seems to hold ‘true’ to Young’s observations is
that some of the young women talked about experiencing their bodies as lacking
skill and competency. Further, Young’s (1990b) observations also provide some
explanations for the limited ways in which the young women in this study are
invited to experience their bodies as powerful or strong.
Across the young women’s interviews there is little talk about the experience of
pleasure from feeling strong – a physicality that is not related so much to feeling
competent as to feeling powerful. The physicality of feeling strong and powerful is
a prominent theme discussed in the physicality literature (Theberge, 1997; Young
1997; Scraton et al., 1999). For the young women in this study, however, it seems
that the resources available for them to articulate, or understand their corporeal
engagement do not readily include meanings around strength, power, and
aggression.
In understanding why less talk, around strength and power, is present in their talk, it
is important to recognise that the young women in this study primarily participated
in traditionally female sports (Hall, 1996). For example, they participated in field
hockey, basketball, netball, tennis, and softball, and other activities including dance
and gymnastics. This is unlike the women commonly represented in the physicality
literature, who are predominately involved in ‘masculine’ sports which require
bodily contact and risk, such as rugby and ice-hockey. Whilst the traditionally
‘feminine’ classified sports predominantly chosen by the young women in this
study do require strength, power, body contact, and risk, these are not the values
readily attributed to these sports (Hargreaves, 1994). As a result, the young women
are not invited to ‘know,’ or experience, their bodies as powerful or strong.
Across all the young women’s transcripts, there are only two examples where the
young women talk about feeling pleasure as strong in relation to their physical
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activity participation. Kim, for example, talked about enjoying the physicality of the
physical contact of water polo, and the opportunity to push it to the “limit,” which
was made available through her participation in this sport. This is exemplified in the
following quote:
Gabrielle: And what do you like about water polo?
Kim:
Probably just practising; people shooting at me. That seems really
weird. But you know, well, I haven’t had a nose reconstruction
yet, but the girls have pushed it to the limit. I just love it. It’s just,
I don’t know, I guess, it’s competition, and I’ve always liked
competition so, you know. Whereas netball is very - you get
pulled for contact; water polo is - it’s all the way. The umpire
doesn’t see anything. You can do anything, and it’s not so much
rough, it’s more full on, as opposed to stepping back and tiptoeing around everybody. Haha. (Kim, Yr11 Introduction
Interview, 2000, Text Unit:22- 23).
Felicia also talked about experiencing pleasure in feeling strong and powerful. At
the same time, however, her physicality was quickly pulled into line by her being
called “butch” by others, including her mother and sister. In the following quote, for
example, Felicia draws on traditional notions of femininity to understand how she is
being positioned; it seems that while being positioned as ‘butch’ has its advantages,
such as, people not wanting to bother her or make her angry, she doesn’t like the
connotations of being labelled a “half-man, half-woman,” because she sees it as
impinging on her constitution of herself as a ‘girl’:
Gabrielle: And do you like batting (in softball)?
Felicia:
Yeah I do. I just think of someone's face, like that I don't like, and
swing, haha. It's great when you hit a good one, like far into the
field. Then you have more of a chance to get a home run. Yeah, I
love it.
Gabrielle: What is it that you love?
Felicia:
Um, I just love being able to throw the ball and um, like, when
you play well, like use the skills. I don't know, um, it just feels
good.
Gabrielle: How does it feel to be able to throw the ball well?
Felicia:
Really good. Except I get called “butch.” So, yeah, I like it, but
they call me “butch”.
Gabrielle: Who do you mean?
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Felicia:

Um, people, like sometimes my mother and my sister. It can be a
good thing, ‘cause then if they know that you are strong and they
won’t get you angry, so that can be good. But when they call you
“a half man, half woman,” ‘cause that's what it is, when they call
you that it makes me feel funny. I don't like it. Like I laugh, but I
think, “I would rather be a girl.” ‘Cause I like being a girl. I
wouldn’t want to be a boy. They don’t get to do as much as us; I
think that being a boy is boring.
Gabrielle: What do you mean?
Felicia:
Like, being a girl, you can hang out with your friends and laugh,
like watch movies, talk, and relax. You can do stuff, yeah, like
watch movies, talk... But being a boy, all you can do is go to the
pub and drink, and say “I want that girl, or that one” (using a deep
voice). That’s so boring.
Gabrielle: So you like being a girl?
Felicia:
Yeah, I do. I like it. I wouldn’t want to be a boy. That’s why I
don't like being called “butch.”
(Felicia, Yr12 Mapping Interview, 2001, Text Unit: 25-36)
Felicia’s talk demonstrates the way that ideals, around femininity and the
physicality of strength, are mediated in relation to each other. From her story, it is
easy to understand why the other young women do not talk about the physicality of
strength and power. That is, to perform, or experience the body as strong, holds the
risk of being positioned as anything other than the ‘normal,’ feminine subject – a
position through which young women constitute their sense of self worth and
pleasures. For Connell (1987; 2000), Felicia’s experience demonstrates the way that
bodies hold the possibilities to disrupt social ‘ideals.’ At the same time, however,
traditional gendered subjectivities provide a powerful frame through which Felicia
and the other young women negotiate their corporeal engagement with physical
activity. It demonstrates the ways in which the modes of engaging with the self and
the body, through personal enjoyment and corporeal pleasures, are formed in
relation to, and mediated by, traditional, feminine subjectivities.

Physical activity, fitness, health and the body
As outlined in Chapter Four, discourses around health and fitness pervaded the
young women’s talk about physical activity. For instance, after being asked why
they participate in physical activity, most of the young women mentioned health
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and fitness, something which seemed unavoidable given the dominance of the
discursive domain of exercise. Melinda, for example, said she participated for
“health reasons;” Rachel participated “just to be healthier; fitter;” Nat participated
because she “likes the idea of being fit,” and Chrissie and Karen participated “to
keep fit.”
Two particular definitions of fitness were drawn on in the young women’s talk
about physical activity. The least prevalent notion was one which linked fitness to
the physiological capacity of the body. This notion of fitness is one which many of
the young men in the Life-Activity Project seem to draw on to define the purpose of
physical activity in their lives (Wright, O’Flynn & Mcdonald, 2002). As discussed
in Chapter Four, this definition of fitness was drawn on by Kim in her talk about
physical activity. It was also found in Nat’s talk. For example, in the following
quote, Nat draws on expert knowledge around fitness to talk about going to the gym
to improve her endurance and physiological capacities:
I have no endurance. I’m pretty strong. I’m pretty flexible; muscle endurance
isn’t too bad; but cardio fitness is down here; just a little bit of work and,
hopefully, it will get a bit better. Yeah, I’ve always had an aim that I’d like to
be able to do the City to Surf; particularly, like I’d like to be able to at least…
I can only ever jog for about five minutes because I have to walk for another
ten. So I’d like to be able to jog for about twenty minutes; it’s just a personal
thing. And I know with asthma and stuff it’s good to have larger lungs so you
can breathe better. So it was sort of just a personal thing rather than anything
else. (Nat, R3-1 Yr 12 Post HSC Catch up, Text Unit: 95-96)
In contrast, the most prevalent notion of fitness, found in the young women’s talk
about physical activity, equated fitness to health, body shape, and weight. Through
this definition, a fit body is realized in an individual’s body shape and weight. This
is exemplified in the following quote from Chrissie:
Gabrielle: What is your motivation for doing it? (going to the gym)
Chrissie: My motivation is to keep fit, and to keep the weight off, because I
feel I'm not doing much, like with not walking to school any
more. I don't know. I'm worried about the weight getting put on
and things like that; and seeing we are having our formal coming
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up soon, I don't want to look like a big fat heifer. So that's sort of
the motivation, the formal and not wanting to put more weight on.
(Chrissie, Yr12 Catch-up Interview, 2001, Text Unit:71-72)
The equation between exercise, health, body shape, and weight is also evident in the
following quote from Faye. A relation with the self, focused on monitoring
physiological changes in appearance, as reproduced through the dominant health
discourse, is strongly evident in her talk:
You think to your self, “I think my stomach is looking a bit bigger;” or you
look at your weight and see that you've put on weight, something like that. I
think that just generates the idea to me that I'm getting unhealthy, and so that
would be my motivation to go to the gym; or go do something to try and make
it better; make myself feel better. (Faye R4-1 Post HSC, 2002, Text
Unit:152).
The imperative of participating in physical activity to maintain weight was also
articulated in terms of avoiding the occurrence of obesity. In the following quote,
for example, Jessica draws on popular medical and obesity discourses, which link
physical activity to lifestyle diseases and longevity, in order to rationalise her
physical activity participation. Her decision to participate in physical activity seems
to be mediated by her personal interests in avoiding “heart problems,” “obesity” and
premature death:
I’m going to start doing something, eventually, with my body. Like start
working out or something, because in five years time, or even fifteen years
time, I don't know, what I am going to be like. I don't know. I could be, like in
a hospital bed, dying from obesity or something. No, not obesity because I
don't think that I will ever get like that, but a heart attack or something. Like
with junk food, smoking, all of that, I have to do something, otherwise I will
have heart problems. Like older people, who have heart problems today, have
that because they didn’t look after themselves when they were younger.
(Jessica, Introduction Interview, 2000, Text Unit 71)
In the above quotes, and as discussed in Chapter Four, the young women clearly
equate physical inactivity with being unhealthy, which is explained in moralistic
terms and evidenced by body shape. The individualistic imperatives of the
healthism discourse, as tied to body shape and weight, thus was a dominant
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resource on which the young women drew to define the place of physical activity in
their lives, and to come to understand, and engage with, their bodies. The healthism
discourse also provided a resource through which physical activity was
differentiated from other activities, such as work, watching television, and leisure.
Physical activity was constructed as a purposive activity or exercise, which was
articulated by the young women in terms of “pushing” the body and sweating.
Knowing when you have “pushed” the body, or worked on the body efficiently, was
often manifested in terms of feeling pain, often associated by the young women
with pleasure. For example, they spoke of the pleasure in feeling sore the day after
physical activity, as an indicator of the hard work done on the body, and the
achievement of some kind of physical change:
Faye:

Like for the dancing, you don't actually know how much you have
worked out until the next day, when all your muscles are aching.
Melinda: Yes, oh.
Faye:
And then you know.
Melinda: Like, the circuit was like that too. Like, if you didn't stretch
properly then the next day it really kills.
Faye:
Yeah, I couldn't walk up the stairs sometimes. It was like “Oh, oh,
I don't want to walk up the stairs because it hurts too much.”
Haha.
Melinda: But you always want to come back the next week.
Faye:
Yeah, ‘cause you like feel that you have actually done something.
Melinda: Yeah.
(Faye & Melinda Introduction Interview, 2000, Text Unit 145-152)
The rationale for participating in physical activity to achieve or maintain
fitness/body shape and weight, reproduced a lived relation with the self, which was
saturated with guilt and dissatisfaction. This guilt was most prominent when the
young women talked about how they felt when they missed out on participating in
physical activity. For example, in the following quotes, Jessica, Jo and Rachel
(young women from both Sunnydale and Bloomsbury) describe how they felt when
they missed out on participating in physical activity. It is clear that the discourses
around health and the body are not just spoken about; they also hold implications
for the ways in which the young women talk about feeling about themselves and
their bodies. Jessica, for example, talks about a personal obligation to keeping fit
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and not being lazy; Jo talks about feeling “disgustingly fat” if she doesn’t
participate in any physical activity; and Rachel talks about feeling “guilty.” The
prominence of the imperative to participate in physical activity out of a ‘duty’ to be
healthy, as compared to a rationale of pleasure and enjoyment, is also evident:
Jessica:

I will feel bad if I missed out on a gym class. I would feel guilty.
Yeah, I feel like I’m obligated. It’s personal. Like to keep going
and get fit. Stop being so lazy.
(Jessica, Magazine Interview, 2000, Text Unit:139-140)

Jo:

I try to make up for (not participating in hockey), like I said with
swimming. ‘Cause otherwise I feel incredibly lazy and
disgustingly fat.
(Jo & Rachel Yr 12 Catch up Interview, 2001, Text Unit: 184185)

Rachel:

I just feel I should do something and be good to my body. I don't
know, it would be better for my health, I guess. I don’ know. It
makes you feel better as well. I always feel guilty when I don’t do
something.
(Rachel R4-1 2nd PostHSC Catch up, 2002, Text Unit 169)

Physical activity and the moral imperative of leading a ‘good’ life
A pervasive theme, in some of the young women’s interview responses, was one
which associated physical activity participation to leading a ‘healthy’ life - which
was in turn equated with a ‘proper’ and ‘good’ way to live. In this sense, physical
activity was seen as ‘purposeful,’ not just in relation to improving physical health,
but in relation to influencing other areas of an individual’s life, and contributing to
the development of a ‘good’ and ‘fulfilling’ lifestyle. This ethos of participating in
physical activity is tied to a moral relation to the self, in which there is a moral
obligation to participate in physical activity.
In the young women’s talk about physical activity, the terms ‘balance’ and ‘busy’
were often drawn on to describe a ‘healthy’ and ‘good’ life. This talk was most
prominent in the transcripts from Faye, Kim, Tomiko and Melinda. What is telling
about this group of young women is that they all attended Bloomsbury. As
exemplified in Faye’s quote below, these young women quite strikingly drew on the
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moral imperative of living a ‘balanced’ life in an articulate and eloquent manner.
They seemed to have no problems in explaining the assumptions linking physical
activity to the moral imperative to lead a ‘balanced’ and ‘busy’ life:
(After participating in physical activity) I end up feeling a lot stronger in terms
of, like, I don’t get sick and you just feel - you just feel a lot healthier, and it
also sometimes helps me study a bit; like, if you do a sport in the morning, it
helps me to study better during the day. I think it’s a good balance. Even
though study is important I don’t think you should be studying all the time.
Yeah, something Emma was saying - she was saying “It’s better to be busy,
because it shows that if you are busy and you have a balanced life, then in
terms of study you perform better.” Whereas, if you have lots of time to do
certain studies you don’t perform as well, because you keep thinking that you
have got time, and you don’t use it wisely, and stuff like that. So it’s good to
balance it out a bit.
(Faye, Yr12 Catch up Interview, 2001, Text Unit 62).
As evidenced in Faye’s quote above, a ‘balanced’ life was often equated with a life
that is ‘productive.’ McLeod (2000b) frames the imperatives of being ‘balanced,’
‘busy,’ and ‘productive’ with one’s time as ‘middle-class’ values. For example,
McLeod (2000b) describes a young woman, Marion, in her discussion of young
people, subjectivity construction, and schooling. Marion is a student at a private
girls’ school and she, too, talks about valuing being busy and involved in multiple
extra-curricular activities. According to McLeod (2000b), the value placed on being
‘balanced,’ ‘busy,’ and using one’s time efficiently is tied with what it means to
become a “successful ‘middle-class young woman’ – accomplished in many fields,
with a fully-rounded personality” (p.508). As will be discussed in Chapter Six,
these values of being busy, productive, and successful in all areas of life are also
reiterated in teacher’s interview transcripts and school documents from Bloomsbury
Girls’ Private.
Through the moral imperative of living a ‘good’ and ‘productive’ life, physical
activity is figured as a practice through which the young women learn to govern
their time more efficiently. Pleasures are associated with self-discipline, with the
compartmentalising of one’s life, and with living out one’s duty to participate in
activities which are purposeful. These modes of relating to oneself construct a
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‘busy’ and ‘productive’ life, as a life that is disciplined, successful, and morally
correct. In contrast, a life that is not ‘busy’ is constructed as unsuccessful,
incomplete, and unfulfilled. This sense of gaining pleasure from being productive
with one’s time is exemplified in the following quote from Faye. What is also
evident is that for physical activity to be seen as contributing to a productive life, it
must take a particular form. It must be purposeful and useful; a conscious decision
to “drag yourself” to do exercise, or participate in physical activity, needs to be
made; it must also be a ‘useful’ way to spend one’s time. ‘Sedentary’ activities,
such as watching television, are thus not ‘useful’ activities; they are activities which
are seen as wasting time and not part of a ‘productive,’ ‘good’ life:
When you usually go and do more physical fitness, it’s more aimed at a selfgoal in the end. What you feel is more self-achievement in terms of, like,
you’ve gained more physically; you’ve actually dragged yourself out to go to
the gym to do something by yourself. Whereas, I think for the hikes, because
it’s a whole day thing, I end up feeling like I’ve actually done something
useful with my day. Like I haven’t gone and watched TV for the whole day,
or something. So I think it makes me feel better in that way, in that I’m
actually getting out somewhere and doing something instead of staying at
home, or something like that. (Faye Yr12 Catch up Interview, 2001,Text Unit:
68).
Those who do not live out the imperative to live a ‘good,’ ‘balanced’ life, are
constructed as not fulfilling their ‘duty’ to live their life to its fullest. For example,
in the following quote, Tomiko draws on the social imperative to position herself as
a ‘fallen,’ or ‘bad,’ subject of the discourse. She talks about herself as being lazy
and lacking commitment. For Tomiko, her lack of participation in physical activity
could lead to a non-productive life, and a life in which she cannot point to her
achievements:
Gabrielle: Why do you think you should? (play sport)
Tomiko: Because I know, like when I do sport, it feels really good. And it
would just feel better, like also in my mind too that I’ve done
something, because I’m really lazy, and I always slip into just
doing nothing. Like there are days when I think back, and
whatever can be done, and I’ve just been sitting at home all day,
like that’s me, I do that a lot. So I think that if I could say that I’ve
done sport, I’d just feel good about thinking that I’ve done that.
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Gabrielle: Is there a benefit from it?
Tomiko: I don’t know whether it’s a physical benefit but I think maybe,
yeah, I think it would be like mentally self-rewarding, maybe that
I can say to myself, “Yeah, I’ve done this in a day,” or something.
‘Cause I’m really lazy. Like most of the time at the end of the year
I’ll think, “What have I done this year that’s been, like, really
good?” I think that if I was committed to something, I think I’d
feel good about that because normally I’m not good at
commitment.
(Tomiko, PostHSC Interview, 2001, Text Unit: 81-84)
Through the social imperative to participate in physical activity as part of a
‘balanced’ and productive life, the body is positioned as an object to be worked on.
In this sense, the social imperative not only provides the resources for the young
women to make sense of their lives and selves, but also provides the resources for
them to engage with their bodies. As discussed earlier, body shape and weight are
often read as indicators for an individual’s physical health. It seems, however, that,
through a social imperative, which links physical activity to a ‘productive’ life, the
body also becomes a marker for demonstrating to others that an individual is active
and not ‘lazy’, and therefore leading a ‘good’ and ‘productive’ life. For instance,
during Faye and Melinda’s health interview, conducted in 2000, they talked about a
“toned” body as a body which demonstrates to others that “you’ve actually done
something:”
Melinda:
Faye:

‘Cause toned means healthy to me.
Yeah. It actually doesn’t look like you’ve been lazy, or you’ve
done nothing. It shows that you’ve actually done something. Do
you know what I mean? ‘Cause some people, like, maybe find it
harder to, like, become skinnier than some people. But if you are
still toned then it shows that you’ve actually still been doing
something.
(Faye & Melinda, Health Interview, Yr11, 200, Text Unit 111112)

Another notion of ‘busy’ appeared in some of young women’s talk about physical
activity. In contrast to the moral imperative of being ‘busy,’ which was tied to
leading a ‘good’ life, physical activity was talked about as a means to avoid
boredom, when there was nothing else to do. What is telling here is that this way of
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talking about being busy and physical activity was not found at all in this form in
the interview transcripts from the young women from Bloomsbury. It was found in
the talk of two young women from Sunnydale. Eve, for example, talked about
participating in physical activity because it gave her “something to do,. instead of
sitting at home all weekend.” (Eve, Yr11 Introduction Interview, 2000, Text Unit
78-79). Similarly, Felicia talked about physical activity in relation to avoiding the
personal ‘bad’ of boredom:
Gabrielle: Why do you think you signed up to do it (your boxing classes)?
Felicia:
Because I wanted something to do, because, like, my brother plays
softball; baseball. My sister likes all the footy games. And when it
comes to when they ask me “What do you want to do?” and it’s
“Nothing, I’ll just sit at home.” I’m just becoming really lazy, not
like I used to when I was running. So I said “Oh, I’ll do boxing
then just to keep me fit; just to keep going.” So yeah, that's
basically why. Just to keep me busy.
(Felicia, R4-1 Post HSC Interview, 2002, Text Unit: 140-141)
And later in the same interview:
Felicia:
I didn't do anything. I don't do anything now on Saturdays.
Gabrielle: Relax and take a break?
Felicia:
Yes, I think that's why I want to do a sport because there's nothing
to do and you get bored.
(Felicia, PostHSC Catch up Interview, Text Unit: 257-259)
A notion of ‘balance’ was not completely absent from the young women’s talk from
Sunnydale. The term ‘balance’ was associated with the relationship between
physical activity and diet. Chrissie, for example, talked about physical activity and
eating ‘healthy’ as essential components to being ‘balanced.’ In the following quote,
she does not elaborate on the way physical activity is part of a broad social notion
of living a ‘balanced’ life. Instead, Chrissie’s notion of balance seems strongly tied
to notions around physical health, where physical activity is understood in relation
to the balance of energy in versus energy out:
Yeah, I think, I focus on study. The main thing is that I don't have time to
exercise. Like, I'm doing work all the time and I don't have time to do
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exercise. So I think, if by eating salads and pastas that it would make it better.
I'm sort of worried about the exercise thing, because I think that if you eat
right and you exercise it sort of balances it out. But lately I haven't had time to
exercise or anything because I have had too much stuff to do. It's the missing
out on exercise that plays on my mind a bit. My body feels like it's missing
something. (Chrissie, Yr11 Health Interview, 2000, Text Unit: 67)

Discussion
In this chapter, I have endeavoured to examine how the young women constitute the
place and meaning of physical activity in their lives. To do this, I have discussed the
ways in which the young women’s choices to participate in physical activity are
mediated through personal interests of fun and pleasure; the imperatives of working
on the body for health; and through the social imperative of living a ‘good’ and
‘productive’ life. Such an approach has provided some insights to the range of
discursive resources drawn on by the young women to constitute the place and
meaning of physical activity in their lives, and it has enabled insight to the ways in
which the young women make sense of their participation in physical activity,
through both the social and the material.
Three particular issues stand out from this analysis. Firstly, the young women’s
engagement with physical activity seems to be mediated by the ways in which they
construct themselves as particular feminine-subjects. Secondly, their participation in
physical activity is motivated out of a ‘duty’ to be healthy; and thirdly, a particular
way of talking about physical activity emerges out of the talk from the young
women from Bloomsbury.
Firstly, traditional constructions of femininity, in relation to sport, impacted on both
the young women’s participation and their meanings of physical activity. To begin
with, none of the young women transgressed the gender order in relation to their
choices of activities. The young women participated in, what are historically
classified as traditionally, ‘feminine’ activities. However, this was partly due to the
range of physical activities made available to them through their schooling.
Secondly, constructions of gender also impacted on the types of meanings the

148

young women drew on to make sense of their physical activity participation. For
example, whilst some of the young women talked about competition and strength as
being important to their physical activity participation, their sense of physicality
was mediated in relation to traditional notions of femininity. As mentioned earlier,
this is similar to the women’s talk discussed by Theberge (1997), Young (1997) and
Scraton et al. (1999). The ways in which young women’s experiences, choices, and
meanings of physical activity are mediated by constructions of femininity has been
well established in feminist writings on sport and physical activity (Hargreaves,
1994; Hall, 1996). My analysis, however, contributes to, and extends, this literature
by demonstrating the complex ways gender power relations operate at the level of
bodies, personal investments, pleasures, and discomforts. Following Iris Marion
Young’s (1990b) observations, my examination of the young women’s talk
highlights the ways in which they have been invited to experience their bodies in
particular ways, which are concurrent with traditional notions of what it means to be
a female. Whilst some of the young women talked about enjoying the physicality in
competition, feeling competent, and feeling strong, their physicality was negotiated
by the risk of being positioned as non-feminine.
Tied up with the formation of traditional feminine subjectivities is the figuring of
physical activity as a practice for maintaining weight, or for working on the body,
for aesthetics. As discussed in Chapter Four, this is not so surprising given the
powerful sets of cultural discourses which currently operate in relation to health,
exercise, and femininity, and given the array of literature, including Harrison (1995)
and Burns (1993), which highlights young women’s participation in physical
activity as a means for working on the body. What has emerged out of this analysis
are the complex ways in which the young women’s pleasure and sensual
experiences are tied up with the social investment of working on the body and
maintaining body weight. This is similar to the women’s experiences of physical
activity which are discussed by Wright and Dewar (1997). In this paper, Wright and
Dewar (1997) point to the complex ways in which embodiment and the sensory
experiences of the women in their study were tied to the “the interweaving of the
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sensory and the social” (p. 94), including the social imperatives of health and
weight maintenance.
The second major issue to emerge from the young women’s talk in this chapter is
the pervasiveness of the imperative to participate in physical activity out of a ‘duty’
to be healthy. As discussed in Chapter Four, defining physical activity as a
prescriptive practice for health, which was defined in terms of weight and body
shape, had implications for ways the young women engaged with their body. In
terms of Foucault’s notion of the ‘technologies of the self,’ definitions of exercise
reproduce an engagement with the body as a machine, and as needing to be
improved. As argued by Fullagar (2001; 2003), this construction sets up a relation
with the self based on guilt, self-surveillance, and dissatisfaction. This guilt is
evident in the young women’s talk about missing out on physical activity. What this
talk demonstrates is the pervasive nature of the imperative of health in the young
women’s meanings of physical activity. The guilt and anxiety talked about by the
young women, when missing out on participating in physical activity, demonstrates
the personal and deeply felt corporeal ways that they invest in discourses which link
physical activity to health and the body. Through medicalised and exercise
discourses the young women come to participate in physical activity out of a ‘duty’
to be healthy, over other reasons, such as, pleasure and enjoyment.
Finally, the most surprising issue, to emerge out of my analysis, is the particular
ways of speaking about physical activity reproduced by the young women from
Bloomsbury. This particular way of speaking emerged despite the young women
from both schools generally participating in very similar activities, such as dance,
hockey, and softball. This points to the importance of locality in the process of
subjectivity constitution – where locality is understood in terms of the particular
contexts and environments made available by the young women’s schools. The
differences in the young women’s talk also highlights the importance of examining
schools as sites of subjectivity construction – a task taken up in the following
chapter.
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One difference, in the young women’s talk from Bloomsbury, was the prominence
of the place of their school in their physical activity experiences. It was through the
school that the young women from Bloomsbury accessed most of their physical
activities. It was also through the school that the young women from Bloomsbury
seemed to access a particular set of meanings (which are discussed in the following
chapter) around the place and purpose of physical activity and sport in their lives –
including the notion of physical activity as being part of a ‘good’ and ‘productive’
life.
The most prominent difference, in the young women’s talk from Bloomsbury, is the
defining of physical activity through the social and moral imperative of leading a
‘balanced’ and ‘productive’ life. As previously mentioned, McLeod (2000b)
accords the values of being busy, balanced, and productive as ‘middle-class’
notions. The figuring of physical activity, as a moral practice for living a ‘good’
life, seems to sit with the historically constructed ‘middle-class’ ideals of physical
activity and sport as instrumental and as moral practice for building an individual’s
character and skills (Cashman, 1995). If we return to the definition of social class as
‘lived,’ and as related to formation of particular subjectivities (Walkerdine et al.,
2001), which was discussed in Chapter Two, it could be said that this demonstrates
the ways in which meanings of physical activity not only reproduce class relations,
but also reproduce classed subjectivities.
Given the very different historical contexts of Bloomsbury and Sunnydale, the
differences in the young women’s talk demonstrates the ways the schools make
available very different forms of classed subjectivities. In terms of Foucault’s
notion of the ‘technologies of the self,’ these forms of subjectivity hold
consequences for the modes of relating to the self made available to the young
women to examine and govern their lives. The mode of engaging with the self,
made available through the notion of physical activity as part of a ‘good’ and ‘welllived’ life, privileges the moral rationalising and compartmentizing of time and
one’s life. This notion of physical activity privileges a particular type of subject
which is tied to neo-liberal notions of citizenship. This citizen, according to Lupton
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(1999) and Walkerdine et al. (2001), must be self-reliant, responsible, and selfmotivated, and manage his/her time between multiple tasks. This type of life and
subject, according to Walkerdine et al. (2001), seems to be privileged, and valued,
in Western society.
Adopting a post-structuralist, feminist perspective, to analyse the young women’s
meanings of physical activity, has allowed for an understanding which goes beyond
epidemiological research ways of ‘knowing’ young women’s physical activity
experiences as problematic and deviant. This approach moves beyond viewing
‘gender’ as a variable influencing participation or non-participation. That is, instead
of attributing characteristics to young women’s physical activity participation on the
basis of their ‘sex,’ adopting a post-structural approach, which asks how young
women come to talk about the place of physical activity in their lives, has enabled
an exploration of the ways in which the young women’s choices to participate, or
not, are embedded within a cultural and social context which privilege particular
forms of physical activity and particular subjects. Such an approach has also
enabled an examination of the ways in which physical activity, as a discursive
practice, works to reproduce, and make available, particular ways of engaging with
the self, which are gendered, classed, and which privilege particular bodies that are
‘skilled,’ ‘competent,’ and ‘able.’
Drawing on Foucault’s notion of the ‘technologies of the self’ has allowed for an
approach which considers the consequences for particular modes of engaging with
the self and the body, made available through particular meanings of physical
activity. For those concerned with issues around the body, and for physical
educators, such an approach exposes, on the one hand, the pervasiveness of
discourses around health, femininity, and exercise in the young women’s talk about
physical activity. On the other hand, it highlights the way the participation in
physical activity for pleasure and enjoyment is often immobilised and silenced.
Adopting Foucault’s notion of the ‘technologies of the self’ has also enabled the
recognition of the very different modes of engaging with the self and the body,
made available to the young women from the two schools through very different
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sets of discursive constructions of the purpose of physical activity in their lives. To
explore these differences and the different ways of legitimising the place of physical
activity in their lives, in the following chapter, I turn to school settings to examine
the schools, and the school sport and physical and health education contexts as sites
of subjectivity construction.
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CHAPTER 6
THE SCHOOL, THE SELF AND THE SOCIAL:
PRODUCING CLASSED AND GENDERED SELVES IN RELATION TO SPORT,
HEALTH AND PHYSICAL ACTIVITY

Introduction
Chapters Four and Five of this thesis have highlighted the complex ways in which
the young women defined the place and meaning of health and physical activity in
their lives. In these chapters, it has become clear that the young women from
Bloomsbury drew on a very different set of discursive resources compared to the
young women from Sunnydale. The purpose of this chapter is to explore this
difference by conceptualising the schools, and in particular, school sport and
physical education, as sites of subjectivity constitution. This involves examining the
sets of ‘truths’ constructed by the schools in relation to the place and meaning of
physical and health education, and school sport in the lives of their students.
Through these ‘truth’ constructions, Bloomsbury and Sunnydale are conceptualised
as providing access to very different forms of subjectivities, or following Wexler
(1992), the schools are conceptualised as inviting the young women to become
specific ‘somebodies.’ I argue that these very different forms of subjectivity, which
are reproduced by the schools, hold consequences for the young women’s sense of
selves, futures and lives. These differences in subjectivities, thus, need to be
discussed in relation to the issue of social justice and schooling.
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Schooling Subjectivities
According to Foucault’s (1977) writings about disciplinary power, the school is a
key institution in, and through, which bodies and subjects are governed, regulated
and constructed. The school is a site through which particular disciplinary practices
are taken up to (re)produce simultaneously ‘docile’ and ‘productive’ bodies. The
disciplinary nature of these practices regulates what children do, who they are, and
what they can become. In his work, Foucault refers to educational settings as sites
through which individuals are taught to manage and govern themselves. From this
perspective, schools make available particular sets of ‘truths’ and discourses on
which individuals draw to form their subjectivities. Whilst Foucault does not discuss
schooling in detail (as compared to his detailed discussion of the prison), other
writers, such as Ball (1990a; 1990b), Gore (1998), and Walkerdine (1986) draw on
the notion of power/knowledge and subjectivity to examine schooling practices. Ball
(1990a), for example, argues that schools are both constituted through discourse as
well as being key institutions involved in the “propagation” of particular discourses.
He states that:
Educational sites are subject to discourse but are also centrally involved in the
propagation

and

selective

dissemination

of

discourses,

the

‘social

appropriation’ of discourses. Educational institutions control the access of
individuals to various kinds of discourse. (p.3)
Ball’s (1990a) notion of educational sites controlling access to various discourses is
an important concept for conceptualising the sets of ‘truths’ produced by the schools
in this study. From this perspective schools provide access to particular sets of
normalising discourses around gender, class, health and physical activity. In turn,
schools provide possibilities and constraints for students to constitute their
subjectivities and govern their lives.
An examination of the ways specific schools make available particular normalising
discourses and the effects of these on students’ subjectivity constitution is taken up
by Wexler (1992) and Yates and McLeod (2000). Across these studies, the
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reproduction of classed subjects, through specific school contexts, emerges as a
major theme. Studies by Wexler (1992) and Yates and McLeod (see for example,
Yates & McLeod, 1996; McLeod & Yates, 1998; Yates, 1999; McLeod, 2000b),
thus, provide a means for examining the relation between social class and schooling
beyond the reproduction of just economic and financial status, pointing to the ways
in which schools invite their students to ‘become’ particular classed subjects. As
discussed in Chapter Two, Walkerdine et al. (2001) conceptualise class as an
historically constructed set of discourses which constitute and regulate individuals’
subjectivities and lives. From this perspective, schools are conceptualised as sites
where particular classed discourses are made available, as well as particular
possibilities and constraints for students to come to think about their schooling, their
lives and their futures.
There are a number of studies which have explored the effects of schooling on
subjectivity constitution. Firstly, from a social psychological approach, Wexler
(1992) explores the place of school in the construction of young people’s
“selfhood.” To do this, he draws on the ethnographic study of three American
schools (Penbroke, Grummitt and Washington) located in the same metropolitan
area. The main concerns of his research involves exploring the ways in which
students engaged with the images produced by these three different schools to define
themselves, and how these images became “representative of the self” (p.9). He
examines “the ‘somebody’ which students work to attain through their interactions
in school” (Wexler, 1992, p.8). For instance, Wexler (1992) describes the teachers,
policies, and students at Penbroke – an example of a‘middle-class’ school – as
articulating a “self-hood” based on striving for success and being “emotionally selfcontrolled” (p.73).
Secondly, in an Australian context, McLeod and Yates (Yates & McLeod, 1996;
McLeod & Yates, 1998; Yates, 1999; McLeod, 2000b) examine the subjectivity
construction of students in relation to specific school settings. Their project, titled
the 12 to 18 Project, involved the gathering of interview data from four schools
from metropolitan and rural areas. The participants from each school were asked to
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talk about their schooling, “how they spend their out-of school time; how they see
themselves; whether they think much of their future, and what sorts of things they
think about” (Yates & McLeod, 1996, p.90). From their interviews they were able to
examine:
the development of individual biographies in the context of schooling; the
meanings students construct in particular contexts; and the ways their
situations and their thinking about themselves and their futures change as they
go through school and the affect of different schools on these processes.
(Yates, 1999, p.25)
By way of example, in one paper McLeod (2000b) describes how two participants,
‘Marion’ and ‘Rodney,’ engage with the classed discourses reproduced by their
schooling to constitute themselves. Discussing the relation between the production
of classed subjectivities and different forms of schooling – a process which she
argues is inseparable from the constitution of gendered subjectivities, McLeod
(2000b) draws on Bourdieu’s theoretical understandings to conceptualise the
complex ways Marion and Rodney’s sense of selves and habitus are formed in
relation to their schooling. For example, ‘Marion,’ (as already discussed at the end
of Chapter Five), talks about the importance of being busy and productive.
According to McLeod (2000b), “Marion gradually learns to take on the demeanour
and poise of the successful, high-achieving girl” (p.517), a subject-position which is
classed and gendered and “congruent with… the professional middle-class values of
her private schooling” (p.517).
Where Wexler (1992) and Yates and McLeod (Yates & McLeod, 1996; McLeod &
Yates, 1998; Yates, 1999; McLeod, 2000b) are primarily interested in specific
schools as sites of subjectivity constitution, Walkerdine et al. (2001) examine “the
remaking of girls and women as the modern neoliberal subject” (p3), focusing
particularly on the ‘normal’ subjects produced by schooling and educational
institutions. To do this, they draw on data collected as a part of a longitudinal study
on girls and education in Britain. From their analysis, Walkerdine et al. (2001)
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describe the ‘middle-class,’ young women and families in their study as constructing
high academic achievement and exceptional performance as the ‘norm.’ This
‘normal’ subject is described by Walkerdine et al. (2001) as being a “bourgeois
rational subject” (p.214) – a subject which is traditionally characterised as a
‘masculine’ subject, and is privileged in the professional labour market. As a
consequence, the young women in their study managed the relationship between
their production as ‘rational, bourgeois subjects’ and the production of themselves
as feminine subjects - a process which often employed the construction of
themselves through a discourse of ‘girl power,’ the epitome of which is a young
woman who has it all - both clever and beautiful.
It seems that the production of the ‘middle-class,’ young woman, as the “rational
bourgeois subject,” requires a huge discursive and financial investment from her
schooling and families. For example, according to Walkerdine et al. (2001), it
requires “the right kind of schooling… in which (middle-class, young women) will
be made to feel that an exceptional performance is merely ordinary and therefore is
never enough” (p.185). Discursively, this ‘high achieving’ subject is constructed in
relation to the Other – “the non-working underclass” (p.186).
Constructed as the Other of the ‘successful,’ middle-class, feminine subject,
‘working-class’ subjects are expected to fail in their studies and future lives. By way
of example, Wexler (1992) describes Washington High School’s teachers and
administration as anticipating their students to be poorly behaved, and uninterested
in academic pursuits. Under such regimes, the school’s disciplinary policy involved
the constant regulation and monitoring of students’ whereabouts, movements and
behaviours. Similarly, Walkerdine et al. (2001) conclude that mainstream notions of
academic ‘success’ are not constructed as part of the ‘working-class’ subjectivity.
Positioned as the Other of ‘middle-class’ subjectivities, ‘working-class,’ young
women and their families are constructed as deficient, disadvantaged, and in need of
intervention from the state or other institutions, including interventions which aim to
‘improve’ their academic performances and decrease the occurrence of teenage
pregnancy.
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Given the production of these different classed and gendered subjectivities, the issue
of social justice and schooling cannot be ignored – especially since Walkerdine et al.
(2001) argue that “it is social class that massively divides girls and young women in
terms of their educational attainment and life trajectories” (p.4). The examination of
the constitutive effects of the production of particular classed femininities, through
schooling and education, provides a means for conceptualising the ways in which
young women ‘become’ particular subjects, and also come to live out particular
lives. For Walkerdine et al. (2001), the examination of the different subjects,
produced through schooling, provides one lens for understanding the different
educational trajectories taken up by young women, including the pattern of ‘middleclass,’ young women entering tertiary studies, and the pattern for all the ‘workingclass,’ young women in their study not ‘succeeding’ at school, and entering poorly
paid employment.
Reconciling the issue of social justice, in relation to the production of classed
femininities through schooling, is not about examining the propagation of ruling
class superiority and ‘working-class’ suppression, nor is it about examining the
‘haves’ and the ‘have nots.’ Such an approach to social class works to reproduce old
class positionings and classifies class groups in relation to problematic binaries of
‘domination’ versus ‘disadvantaged,’ and ‘ruling class’ versus ‘underclass’ –
binaries which are themselves implicated in the production of problematic, classed
subjectivities. Such an approach also leads to the ranking of, or distinguishing
between, schools’ practices and policies in terms of ‘value,’ which, as, Connell,
Ashenden, Kessler and Dowsett (1983) suggest, only reproduces a “deficit theory”
of class relations. Furthermore, according to Walkerdine et al. (2001)
conceptualising class, through the liberated/oppressed binary, works to position
‘privileged’ as problem free, and ‘disadvantaged’ as deficient. In doing so, it ignores
the complex ways individuals manage their own lives and constitute their
subjectivities in contexts which are defined by class relations.

159

If the complexity of this relationship is to be preserved, research, exploring classed
relations and schooling, needs to go beyond examining the binary oppositions of the
‘disadvantaged’ and ‘ruling’ classes to explore the ways in which all schools invite
their students to ‘become’ particular subjects. That means asking:
‘What does this school open up or shut down for students?’, ‘what does the
school make possible for its students beyond the immediate post-school
entry?’ and ‘what patterns of social orientations and values beyond school are
being produced by schooling and by this particular school?’ (Yates &
McLeod, 2000, p.63)
These questions provide a means for exploring the issue of schools and social justice
in relation to the possibilities and constraints made available for students through
their schooling to constitute their subjectivities and govern their lives and futures.
Drawing on Foucault’s notions of discourse, ‘truth’ and power, the discourses
(re)produced through schools, are not viewed as totalising or fixed. They are instead
conceptualised as being negotiated and resisted by students. Schools, from this
perspective, are conceptualised as making available particular sets of ‘truths’ which
anticipate particular students and subjects. Students are ‘invited’ by their schooling
to take up particular subject-positions and ways of thinking, being, and governing
themselves and others. Such an approach can be used to provide a way of thinking
about schools as interpolating particular subjects which are constituted through an
array of classed and gendered power relations. As discussed in the following
section, this process is one in which school sport and physical education practices
have historically played an integral part.

The place of school sport and physical education in schooling
The purpose of this section is to discuss the different rationales and practices taken
up in relation to physical education and school sport in Australia during the late
1800s and 1900s. This involves exploring the ways in which particular social and
cultural contexts have historically influenced the legitimisation of physical
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education in Australia. To do this, I draw on Crawford (1986; 1987), Wright (1991a)
and Kirk’s (1998) examinations of the historical construction of physical education
and school sport in Australia. This literature provides a resource for examining the
ways in which physical education and school sport continues to be taken up by
particular school settings. It also provides an understanding of the kinds of classed
and gendered subjects constituted throughout different historical moments, and by
different school contexts – including private/corporate schooling and Government
schooling (Wright, 1991a; Wright, 1996).

Sport and private boys’ schools in Australia
Historical examinations of boys’ schools in Australia have demonstrated that British
public traditions and meanings of sport were taken up by Australian private boys’
schools (Crawford, 1986; Sherington,

Petersen &

Brice, 1987; Brice, 1995).

Drawing on a tradition of ‘amateurism,’ sport was seen as an integral part of boys’
education, through which the moralistic values of fair play, loyalty, courtesy, honour
and a capacity to “win decently and lose decently” (Headmaster Adamson quoted in
Crawford, 1986, p.44) were inculcated. Codified and competitive team games, and
in particular Rugby Union, were seen as “practical means” for building character,
moral training and indoctrinating gentlemanly virtues of the affluent ‘middle-class.’
As well as developing gentlemanly virtues, sport and, in particular, aggressive team
sports were constructed as a means for fostering specifically ‘masculine’ attributes
or “training boys to be men” (Brice, 1995, p.37).
Sport was also seen as a means for developing qualities and skills seen as necessary
by ‘middle-class’ parents for their sons’ future economic pursuits. Leadership was
one particular virtue constructed as necessary for the success of private school boys
(Sherington et al., 1987). For example, a “duty” of private schooling was “the
training of captains not clerks” (L.A. Adams, 1922, quoted in Crawford, 1986,
p.55). As Sherington et al. (1987) suggest, school sport was, at times, seen as being
“more important than the formal curriculum” (p.52) as a process for developing “the
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character and values of those who were seen as the future civic leaders” (Jenkins &
Sherington, 1995, p.1).
The legacy of school sport as a means for developing masculine traits, leadership,
and moral character is still observable in Australian private boys’ schools today. For
example, in their study of rugby union players from elite boys’ schools, which draws
on Bourdieu’s notions of habitus, capital, and field, Light and Kirk (2000; 2001)
describe how the training and playing of rugby union, as a mode of working on the
body, developed “a particular type of physical capital and the construction of a
similar, class-specific habitus” (2000, p.88). They argue that this class-specific
habitus lasts beyond the school as:
A resource that they cultivated and carried forward into other adult spheres of
life. Former members of the first XV at TBS said that the habitus developed
through playing rugby were highly prized in the corporate world and provided
them with a significant advantage in applying for preferred employment and
establishing networks in many professional fields. (Light & Kirk, 2000, p.88)
Light and Kirk (2001) point to the ways rugby union, as a social practice,
contributes to the reproduction of existing “social distinction,” and how it is
implicated in the reproduction of “social advantage.” Participating in a rugby union
team, at an independent school, provided the young men in their study with the
opportunity to acquire physical capital, which was “valued by those sections of
society that enjoyed privileged access to social and financial resources” (Light &
Kirk, 2001, p.82).

Sport and private girls’ schools in Australia
During the late 1890s and early 1900s, games and physical education were practised
and legitimised differently in girls’ schools, compared to boys’ schools. As
discussed by Crawford (1987), Wright (1991a) and Kirk (1998), in their historical
examinations of sport and physical education in Victoria and NSW, physical
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education practices were highly regulated by traditional gendered discourses. What
differentiated the practice of physical education and games in girls’ schools, as
compared to boys’ schools, was both the imperative to protect young women’s
health, and also to maintain particular ‘feminine’ characteristics. The “health and
vitality of (young women’s) bodies were perceived as vital to the future of the race”
(Wright, 1991a, p.59), and as a consequence, particular forms of physical activity in
girls’ schools were practised and others avoided. Whilst during the nineteenth
century, most forms of physical activity were defined as detrimental to women’s
health and, in particular, to their reproductive health, certain forms of physical
activity, which were defined as “therapeutic exercises and later, some games were…
introduced into private ladies’ colleges” (Wright, 1991a, p.59). One form of the
‘therapeutic’ activities taken up in girls’ schools included the highly regulatory and
systematic callisthenics, derived from Swedish gymnastics. These exercises, as
described by Wright (1991a), “were designed to develop correct posture and
deportment and improve women’s health and physical development and thus
improve their reproductive capacity for the good of the race” (p.60).
As well as callisthenics, games also were taken up as a part of girls’ education.
However, whilst during the “1890s games began to gain a foothold in schools for
girls” (Kirk, 1998, p.96), there was simultaneously a careful monitoring and sense of
anxiety about sport, and in particular, about competitive games (Wright, 1991a;
Kirk, 1998). The competitive aspects of games were often regarded as threatening
feminine virtues, and likely to “‘unsex’ women and erode femininity and physical
health” (Crawford, 1987, p.185). In particular, the dangers of emphasising “winning
at all costs” (Kirk, 1998, p.97) and “the promotion of athletic glory” (Crawford,
1987, p.200) were all matters of constant debate. To avoid such potentially
‘unladylike’ behaviour, and to alleviate parents’ fears, girls’ schools emphasised
sports to be played in a ‘spirit of fair play’ rather than winning (Crawford, 1987).
Gradually, in the context of physical education, there was a shift in thinking about
which sports were appropriate for ‘middle-class,’ young women. The popularity of
sports evolved, and more games became available to female students – including
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netball, lacrosse, baseball, and swimming competitions (Crawford, 1987). During
the early years of the twentieth century, interschool sport competitions were
implemented in private girls’ schools in Melbourne (Crawford, 1987; Kirk, 1998).
These were modelled on the Greater Public School (GPS) competition. From fairly
early on in the 1900s, sport was seen as a necessary practice for building the kind of
‘healthy,’ young woman private girls’ schools endeavoured to produce. In particular,
and similarly to the boys’ schools, competitive sports and games were seen as a
means for developing school identity, inculcating moral values, developing
responsibility, stimulating mental activity and leadership, and for preparing girls for
“the great game of life” (Kirk, 1998, p.97). Whilst competitive sports were valued
for producing these particular attributes, tensions existed between the development
of these characteristics and the ‘middle-class,’ ‘gracious,’ young woman these
schools desired to produce – these are tensions which seem to persist today.

Sport and state schooling in Australia
In contrast to the private school tradition, school sport and physical education were
taken up in government schools as a means for developing the health of ‘workingclass’ students, and for developing individuals capable and suitable for working as
labourers. For the education of girls and boys in government schools, “health was
conceived in terms of order, cleanliness and neatness” (Tinning,

Macdonald,

Wright & Hickey, 2001, p.161). The first form of physical education in Australian
state schools took the form of marching and military drill exercises (Kirk, 1998). In
the British context, Hargreaves (1994) describes military drill being “established in
state elementary schools as an effective device to inculcate ‘mechanical obedience’,
viewed as necessary to provide an industrial and paramilitary training for workers
and soldiers” (p.68). As Wright (1991a) and Kirk (1998) point out, this was also the
case in Australia, where military drill was associated with the development of
obedience, respect for authority, neatness, and controlled use of the body. Whilst
there is little in the way of documentation and historical reviews of girls’
experiences of physical education in government schools during the late 1800s and
early 1900s, Wright (1991a) and Tinning et al. (2001) suggest that the “military
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practices were not, however, universally popular, especially for girls” (p.175).
Instead, physical exercise or callisthenics were often practised with the aim of
developing health, obedience, and cleanliness.
Gradually, military discourses in government schools were replaced by another set
of discourses which privileged games and exercise. Despite the acceptance of
games, the implementation of competitive sports was difficult due to the lack of
facilities and teacher training in the area (Kirk, 1998) - a situation which led to the
reproduction of social inequalities, and well-off private and government schools
drawing on their facilities to distinguish themselves from schools defined as not so
well-off. Competitive sports were taken up in state schools for, what Kirk (1998)
refers to, as the “civilising device” (p.107). It was believed that all children, not just
the ‘privileged,’ should have access to participating in sport to develop moral virtues
and character. Generally, boys and girls had access to different sports which were
practised separately and organised around traditional, gender lines.
A further shift, in the rationale for physical education in state school curricula,
occurred in the 1950 and 1960s, with the emphasis on ‘fitness,’ and prevention of
lifestyle disease. According to Tinning et al. (2001), “the threat of the cold war in
the 1950s, 60s and 70s motivated a concern for the fitness of young people that
might have to go to war” (p.162). In addition, during this time, the “new health
consciousness” (Tinning et al., p.162), which focused on health in terms of avoiding
‘lifestyle’ diseases such as heart disease, also provided a new legitimatisation for
physical education. This was evident through the development and implementation
of “daily physical education programs” (Tinning et al., 2001, p.163) in primary
school contexts which aimed to improve children’s health. It was also evident in the
secondary context, where fitness units were (and continue to be) implemented, and
involved students measuring their ‘fitness’ through a battery of tests, including the
skin-fold tests, the beep-test, the sit-up and push-up tests, and the sit-and-reach test.
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The Personal development, health and physical education syllabus in NSW
Since the mid 1960s, three syllabi have been constructed and implemented in NSW,
including the 1965 physical education syllabus, 1980/5 physical education syllabus,
and the 1991 personal development, health and physical education syllabus6
(Wright, 1991a). These syllabi were mandatory for all schools in NSW to
implement, including private schools. During the 1980s, an optional health syllabus
was also made available and saw health education “incorporated into the training of
preservice physical education teachers” (Tinning, et al., 2001, p.164). It was not
until the 1991 PDHPE syllabus that physical and health education were integrated
into the one syllabus in NSW. The 1991 syllabus is organised around the
compulsory grade 7-10 Key Learning Area (KLA) – Personal Development, Health
and Physical Education (PDHPE). Despite the intentions for the syllabus to be
taught in an integrated manner, in most schools the PDH section is taught separately
from PE.
The 1991 PDHPE syllabus is premised on a ‘holistic’ notion of health, which
promotes “the balanced development of the whole child” (Board of Studies, 1991,
p.5). The ‘Rationale’ for the syllabus explains its purpose in terms of developing, in
students, the skills and values necessary for “preventing social and health problems”
(Board of Studies, 1991, p.3) - problems which are framed as being largely caused
by ‘unhealthy’ lifestyles and which, in turn, are the result of individual choices of
behaviour.
The syllabus also states that one of its aims is to develop the “personal fitness”
(Board of Studies, 1991, p.6) of each student. In practice, the topic of fitness is often
taught as one discrete unit across both the practical and academic components of
PDHPE. ‘Fitness’ is thus a goal for both PE and PDH, and is defined in terms of
avoiding lifestyle diseases, including obesity. Such discourses privilege ‘slim’
bodies and marginalise other bodies, particularly positioning “fat bodies… as
6

Currently, in NSW, a new 2003 PDHPE syllabus is being implemented in schools

and is expected to be taught in schools by the end of 2005.
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undisciplined bodies” and with “inadequate self-control” (Tinning et al., 2001,
p.176). These discourses are also gendered, with fitness for young men being
equated with “strength and endurance,” and fitness for young women being equated
with “a slim body shape and physical attractiveness” (Wright, 1991a, p.83).
Although one of the main rationales for the practical/movement component of
PDHPE is to develop fitness, the actual content of the syllabus comprises of the
three movement areas of dance, games and gymnastics. Despite the syllabus’ aim
for diversity in activities, traditional games are often allocated the majority of
teaching time and resources in schools (Tinning et al., 2001). In addition, the
rationale for learning new skills and an appreciation of movement is framed in terms
of keeping students productive, and developing, in students, the “value” of lifelong,
physical activity participation – a notion of physical activity which is tied to
developing health benefits and reducing life-style diseases.
With its emphasis on changing young people’s lives, the 1991 PDH syllabus
reproduces populist notions of ‘youth’ as a ‘problem’ and as being ‘at risk.’ For
example, PDHPE is legitimised as being necessary for altering and bettering young
people’s lives through improving the decision-making skills and ‘health’ skills of
young people, so that they can become ‘healthy’ citizens. These youth discourses
intersect with discourses of health and risk to construct young people’s lives as
particularly problematic and in need of regulation, as compared to the lives of
adults.
At the time of this study, the 1991 PDHPE syllabus was used by Bloomsbury and
Sunnydale as the basis for their physical and health education programs. In addition,
school sport was also a mandatory part of all high school education in NSW.
Although the 1991 NSW PDHPE syllabus does not appear to be so explicitly
marked for class and gender, when compared to the policies and practices of the
private schools and public schools in the early 1900s, the implementation of the
syllabus was negotiated by schools – a process which is influenced by the historical,
cultural, and social context in which the schools were embedded. A further focus of

167

this chapter, then, is to explore the ways in which the historical, social, and cultural
contexts that Bloomsbury and Sunnydale were embedded interacted with popular
discourses around young people, and fitness and health, to define the place and
meaning of physical activity, school sport and physical and health education in the
lives of their students, and in so doing, anticipate a particular subject with particular
needs and futures.
Bloomsbury and Sunnydale were chosen because of their different demographic and
social locations. In the process of legitimising the place of school sport and PDHPE
in the lives of their students, all the teachers talked about being concerned for their
students’ needs, futures, and lives, for example, they talked about having their
students’ ‘best interests’ in mind. Whilst this was the case, the issue for me involves
exploring the ways particular discourses were privileged in the school texts and the
teacher interviews, and how these discourses work to constitute particular subjects
and ‘somebodies.’ As demonstrated in the following analysis, the two schools drew
on different sets of discursive ‘truths’ to construct the imperatives of schooling, and
to construct the purpose of physical and health education and school sport in the
lives of their students. These different sets of ‘truths’ are themselves classed and
gendered, and hold implications for the types of subjects anticipated by the schools,
and the types of subjectivities made available to the young women in this study.

Bloomsbury girls’ private school
As described in Chapter Three, Bloomsbury Girls’ Private was a prestigious,
independent, religious, girls’ school located in the metropolitan area of an Australian
city. Historically, Bloomsbury has served an affluent, ‘middle-class’ clientele, and
its ethos reflected this. Its policies proclaimed its commitment to academic
excellence, extracurricular activities and the development of well-rounded,
independent, young women who are exemplary students and potential leaders in
their community.
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Physically, Bloomsbury was made up of a number of historic and recently
constructed buildings. The historic buildings made up the majority of the school’s
setting and physically reinforced the long tradition of the school. A number of newly
constructed buildings, including the independent learning centre and the school
aquatic centre and specialised gymnastics display centre, were indicative of the
school’s commitment to academic success and extracurricular activities. The
independent learning centre incorporated both the library and spaces for the students
to work alone, in pairs or groups to discuss their work. The centre was open for
extensive hours, and students were allowed access to it before class, during lunch
times, and during their free periods.
The school’s aquatic centre had an Olympic swimming pool, with a learn to swim
area, and a deep end designed for both diving and water polo. It also had a cardio
and weights rooms, a new PDHPE staff room, and two new PDHPE classrooms. In
addition, the school was equipped with a range of other facilities, such as hockey
fields, tennis courts, netball courts, and basketball courts, as well as extensive
gymnastics equipment, and a small gym with weight machines. The school also had
drama and music facilities, including a small theatre and a dance studio.
During out-of-class time, the young women had access to a small, grassed area with
some trees and park benches, and other concrete playground areas. From what I
observed during my visits to the school, most of the young women sat and talked, or
walked around during lunchtime. There seemed to be few, if any, playground
games. The year twelve students had access to a ‘common room,’ which contained
student lockers and a number of tables, grouped together in the centre of the room,
for sitting with friends or students to chat or do work. This room was also equipped
with tea and coffee making facilities, toasters and a micro-wave oven.
The uniform of the students from Bloomsbury Girls’ Private consisted of a collared
shirt, knee length pleated tartan skirt and school socks pulled up to the knee. A
school blazer, scarf, and jumper was also worn as part of the winter uniform, and a
hat was required to be worn by younger students. The school sports uniform, which
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was worn during inter-school sport competitions and school physical education
lessons, consisted of a pair of shorts and a polo shirt. However, there were also
different sports uniforms designed for specific sports.
The school offered what it described as an “extensive co-curricular program”
(Bloomsbury’s website, accessed 29th January 2003) including drama, debating,
clubs, student representative council, music, choir, school sport, and the Duke of
Edinburgh’s award scheme, as well as pastoral care and assemblies, leadership skill
development, the prefect system, and religious education. School assemblies were
part of the school’s regular procedure. At the school assemblies, students gave
music, drama and dance performances. Students, and in particular the senior
students, played a large part in the organization of the assemblies. During the school
assemblies, school sport news and updates were also reported. This involved the
reporting of weekend wins and defeats, and the reporting of up and coming events.
A main focus of the school’s policies and website was the importance of developing
high, academic success. This was evident through the reporting of the school’s high
HSC achievements on their webpage, and through the emphasis on academic
achievements articulated in the Principal’s statement, also located on the school’s
webpage:
There is no disputing Bloomsbury Girls’ long history of academic excellence.
Very few non-selective High schools can boast of their students receiving ten
Premier’s Trophies of Excellence in the one year for students achieving marks
over 90 or more in courses totalling 10 units. Our girls receive accolades in
every field of endeavour, every year because personal best is what we do best.
(Bloomsbury's website, accessed 29th January 2003)
As well as academic success, the school policies and programs prioritised the
accumulation of advanced, technological skills, independent learning, and
collaborative learning. The importance of developing technical skills is evident in
the following quote from the school Principal’s statement:
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Technology is one of the most significant agents shaping the landscape of the
future. At Bloomsbury Girls’ Private we do not shy away from the fact but
rather tackle the challenge head on, ensuring that our girls are confident in
using advanced technologies and encouraged to learn in more flexible and
creative ways. (Bloomsbury’s website, accessed 29th January 2003)
The development of independent, responsible and self-sufficient learners, who can
also work collaboratively and as apart of a team, was also a focus of the school’s
policies and practices. As is clearly evident in the following quote, these learning
attributes are constructed as being a main feature of the senior school curriculum:
Girls in Senior School are encouraged to push their own boundaries, grow in
self-confidence and improve their performances whilst working
collaboratively to create a strong community. (Bloomsbury’s website,
accessed 29th January 2003)
Much of the school’s extensive financial resources, programs, and policies were
devoted to developing an environment and curriculum that was “supportive” and
“caring” (Bloomsbury’s website, accessed 29th January 2003). This was not just in
terms of providing preparation for academic achievement, but also in terms of
preparing Bloomsbury’s students to become independent, responsible, and selfconfident, young women which, in turn, prepared their students for ‘successful,’
future lives. This focus, of preparing the young women for their future lives, is
clearly evident in the following text, which draws on current psychological and
psychosocial literature around resilience. Through reference to psychological
research and terminology, the school represents itself as up-to-date and progressive.
Implicit in these psychological discourses is a construction of ‘youth’ as a time of
uncertainty and potentially fraught with problems:
Research tells us clearly that students with effective psycho-social skills are
those best able to adapt, relate to change and move on from the school
environment to take up the challenges of becoming an adult…Developing
emotional competencies that will be with our girls throughout their working
and personal lives will be one of our most important challenges…Young
People are best able to cope with the uncertainties and demands of
adolescence if they are ‘resilient’ when faced with difficult decisions. At
Bloomsbury Girls’ Private we are not prepared to take chances with
developing resilience. It is part of our core curriculum. We know how critical
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it is to have the right environment; one that is safe, caring, supportive, and one
that helps to set goals and offers as many chances as possible for success.
(Bloomsbury’s website, accessed 29th January 2003)
Having acknowledged the dangers inherent in ‘adolescence’ as a time of life, there is
a sense of confidence that Bloomsbury can produce the environment necessary to
support students through this time and beyond. Part of the preparation of the young
women for their future lives involved developing the ‘qualities’ of independence,
collaboration, and being adaptive. These are qualities which were represented as
being necessary for the development of young women who will lead successful
working and personal lives, and who will contribute, in a ‘productive’ way, to
society and the community. Graduates of Bloomsbury were, thus, constituted in the
school texts as students with exceptional drive, ambition, and self-confidence.
Bloomsbury students were defined as being leaders, adaptive, team-players, and
individuals who “push their boundaries.” To work towards producing this type of
young woman, the school drew on large financial resources to construct facilities,
and closely monitor and update its curriculum, policies, and programs. Part of this
financial support was devoted to the implementation of school sport and the PDHPE
curriculum – with both being constructed as integral to the development of these
‘exceptional,’ young women.

PDHPE at Bloomsbury
From the point of view of the school, the PDHPE curriculum was essential to the
‘complete’ education of Bloomsbury students. This was evident through the large
amount of resources and facilities provided, and through the ‘well-trained’ PDHPE
staff, with some teachers trained beyond their degrees in outdoor education,
lifesaving and gymnastics. At the time of this study, the school employed four male
and four female PDHPE teachers, and one administration clerk to organise the
school sport teams, and the school and inter-school athletics, cross country and
swimming carnivals. Two of the PDHPE teachers, Terry and William, were
interviewed about the place and meaning of physical activity, school sport, and
health in the lives of their students. These two male teachers were interviewed
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because of their long term employment at the school, which had been for over five
years, and because they taught both senior and junior classes.
At Bloomsbury, the physical component of the PDHPE curriculum, also referred to
as physical education (PE), was taught separately from the personal development
and health (PDH) lessons. PDH was considered to be the academic component of
PDHPE. At the time of the study, the main aims of PE, which was made up of both
traditional sports/games and recreational activities, were “enjoyment, participation
(and) introduction to leisure” (William, Interview #2, Text Unit: 36). The traditional
activities included the individual sports of athletics, swimming (with stroke
correction and bronze medallion), racquet sports, and the team games of softball,
hockey, netball, and touch-football. According to William, these sports were taught
with an emphasis on both skill and participation. Across one and half terms, for
grade ten students, PE was devoted to the Sport Education in Physical Education
Program (SEPEP), a teaching program developed to encourage maximum student
participation and responsibility (Tinning et al., 2001). The program was designed to
provide students with the opportunities to coach, organise and run tournaments,
umpire or referee matches, and write reports on matches. The strong focus on
student responsibility, provided by SEPEP, reflects the school’s imperatives to build
independence and student responsibility.
In accordance with the NSW PDHPE syllabus, the school’s PE program involved
units on gymnastics and dance. For these areas, expert instructors and coaches were
often employed as teachers. Recreational activities were also incorporated as an
important component of the program. As William explained:
Year eight and ten are doing roller blading, um, which is fantastic. Year Nine
are doing hip hop dance with an outside dance instructor. And there's table
tennis Friday afternoons. (William, Interview #2, 2002, Text Unit: 34)
The teachers described the purpose of PE, as they saw it, in a number of ways.
While they did talk about PE in terms of developing physical health, which was tied
to the prevention of obesity, they described its main purpose in terms of developing
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mental and social health. The figuring of PE, in this way, reflects the school’s
concerns of developing ‘well-rounded,’ young women. For example, Terry briefly
mentioned in one interview, the relationship between obesity and physical activity.
In contrast, he talked at length about the role of physical education in building a
young woman who is “healthy all round.” He particularly talked about PE in terms
of providing students with the opportunity to manage their stressful, academic lives:
In PE we give them a range of sports. I say to the students “This is what you
could do; if you enjoy just one of these sports, continue it on after school, or
continue it on outside of school, because it doesn’t just benefit you physically,
it benefits you socially, emotionally, you take out your stresses.” I know kids
at this school who stopped playing sport at HSC time who have had mental
breakdowns and they realise it’s because they have stopped playing sport.
They haven’t been able to give off any of their stress to anything else. So it’s
two parts, the personal development side and the physical education side,
which is to give them a range of sports, enough skill to compete at it well, and
then, if they really like it, we encourage them to go outside of school or even
play for the school, in that sport. (Terry, second interview, 2002, Text Unit:
13)
As is the case for all schools in NSW, the PDH program at Bloomsbury was
informed by the state syllabus, and covered topics such as nutrition, fitness, drugs,
sex education, HIV/STDs, and lifesaving. Unlike many government schools,
Bloomsbury’s PDHPE program included additional units, such as driver education
and a unit of work on exercise physiology, which was talked about by the teachers
as adding prestige to the learning area, especially given the highly academic
environment of the school. The imperatives of Bloomsbury’s PDH program were
very much in keeping with the key imperatives of the school policy on learning. For
instance, the following quote, from the PDHPE program, points to the importance of
developing students who are “responsible” for their learning, and for their choices
and management of all aspects of their lives in relation to physical activity and
health:
The Department will offer students the opportunity to work as active, selfdirected learners. The Physical Education program will provide learning,
which is student-centred, stimulating, challenging and meaningful… The
Bloomsbury Girls’ Private PE Department acknowledges the increasing
responsibility students have for managing their own lifestyles and achieving
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optimal health. An effective program will focus on enabling and encouraging
students to make informed decisions related to health, physical activity,
lifestyle and planning. (Bloomsbury Girls' Private PDHPE program 2001)
The importance of the PDH program for developing individuals who are responsible
for their health was also reiterated by the PDHPE teachers. For instance, when asked
about the things he believed to be important for his students to focus on in health
lessons, Terry first said “responsibility for oneself.” Terry argued that PDH was
important because it taught the young women “to understand they are responsible
for themselves” and this put “the onus … back on them to put the effort in” (Terry,
Interview #1, 2001, Text Unit: 71).
As well as teaching about self-responsibility, both Terry and William talked about
the importance of developing a holistic notion of health involving a ‘balance’
between social, mental, spiritual, emotional and physical components of health,
which was, in turn, linked to a notion of developing a “complete person:”
We (the PDHPE faculty) obviously place a lot of importance on physical wellbeing, being free from disease etc. I think it’s also important to take into
account mental capacities and social. So I guess, physical, social, mental;
without one I don’t think you really have true balance. Socially, I guess there’s
a need for social interaction, as there is for physical training. I don’t think you
can really have a complete person with one area lacking in depth. (William,
Interview #1, 2001, Text Unit: 13)
William also argued that, as young women, the students in his PDH classes had
special needs and interests in relation to health because of their particular ‘risky’
relationship with drugs and alcohol consumption, and eating disorders:
I think, from our point of view (PDHPE is) important because, like it or not,
females will be in a high-risk category; whether that be because of drug
taking, alcohol consumption, it’s a fact that they will be at more risk of harm.
And so by being able to give them the knowledge, or at least making sure that
they are able to make informed decisions and look after themselves as they get
older. I get a lot out of that and seeing the way that they approach that
particular unit, yeah, most of them enjoy it and it’s something that’s
worthwhile; it’s something that they’re hearing about every day; they come
face to face with it on a regular basis and it’s something I think they really
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need to be made aware of, and so I really enjoy teaching that, and because it’s
also evolving all the time. I guess the parts to do with self-image and eating
disorders. That’s another area that we really need to instil into the girls, and I
think, probably a little bit easier also because I guess they don’t expect to hear
so many positive things or the slant of male teachers as well, or the male
influence. I think it’s important and I think that’s valuable and I think they
enjoy that unit as well, because it’s also something that they notice their
friends are into. (William, Interview #1, 2001, Text Unit: 57).
In summary, through the use of the terms and phrases, such as “responsibility,”
“complete individuals,” “manage one’s own health,” “balanced lives” and “informed
decisions,” and the emphasis placed on learning about eating disorders, it is clear
that Bloomsbury’s PDHPE program was concerned with developing a particular
‘healthy’ young woman. Whilst populist notions were drawn on to position young
women as particularly ‘at-risk,’ in comparison to young men in terms of health, the
‘healthy,’ young woman anticipated in the school’s texts and teacher talk, is one
who is capable of making informed decisions, being responsible for themselves, and
possessing a ‘positive’ body-image. The subject of this individualist, health
discourse is a neo-liberal subject who is capable of, and responsible for, managing
all aspects of her life. The development of this ‘well-rounded,’ young woman
anticipates a particular life for Bloomsbury students; a life which will be full of
stress, including academic stress, and a life in which the Bloomsbury graduate will
be expected to ‘balance’ multiple tasks and take on multiple responsibilities.

School sport at Bloomsbury
At the time of this study, school sport at Bloomsbury was largely organised as an
extracurricular activity through the Independent Girls’ School Sport Association
(IGSSA) competition. Through IGSSA, the students competed in traditional sports,
including swimming, athletics, gymnastics, rowing, and fencing. They also
participated in inter-school competitions for team sports, such as hockey, tennis,
basketball, softball, water polo, netball, and cricket. These sports were played on
Saturday mornings and the teams were expected to train twice a week. Qualified
coaches were hired to coach the inter-school competition teams. The coaches hired
by the school were expected to promote the values espoused by IGSSA and the
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school by adhering to IGSSA’s code of conduct. Coaches were hired for all teams
including the lower grade teams, as William explained:
We have not a large distinction between coaches with teams. So what I mean
by that is we have twenty-five netball teams here. Team twenty-five still has a
state league level coach. (William, Interview #2, 2002, Text Unit: 34)
From years seven to ten it was compulsory for students to participate in two interschool competition sports a year. For the senior years, inter-school sport was
voluntary. The students who represented the school in the inter-school competition,
received a “pocket” to go on their blazer which (said), for example, the
“representative softball team one, 2002” (William, Interview #2, 2002, Text Unit
26). The news of each team’s performance was usually reported during assembly.
The students also had the opportunity to progress through to state, national, and
international levels of competitions. Beyond the traditional games and activities
organised through IGSSA, the school also provided opportunities for other forms of
physical activity, such as the dance club (organised by senior students), Rock
Eisteddfod dancing, and Kempo (a form of martial arts organised by a professional
trainer).
The investment of resources, facilities, and time, into the implementation and
organisation of school sport demonstrates the importance of school sport to the
wider school endeavour. School sport was valued by Bloomsbury as an
extracurricular activity necessary for the development of the particular kind of
young woman that the school desired to produce. The importance of school sport to
the wider school endeavour becomes evident when reviewing the meanings of sport
taken up in the IGSSA policies and the teacher interviews. For instance, school sport
was rationalised as a means for developing social values, life skills and health. In
terms of developing social values, school sport was figured as a means for building
‘respect,’ ‘fairness,’ and ‘graciousness.’ In the IGSSA (2000) handbook, for
example, it is stated that school sport could develop, in young women, a “sense of
sporting conduct and a spirit of fairness, respect, graciousness and generosity
towards others” (p.6). Similar to the ways in which these meanings were taken up in
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private girl’s schools during the early 1900s, these meanings have been adapted and
transformed through their intersection with traditional notions of femininity, and are
thus concerned with the development of a particular kind of young woman. This
young woman is one who is ‘gracious,’ ‘committed,’ ‘generous,’ and competes in a
particular fashion.
The production of this young woman is exemplified in the following list taken from
the IGSSA (2000) handbook which outlines a set of instructions, or the code of
conduct, provided to the young women on how to behave during inter-school sport
competitions 7. In this list, it is evident that inter-school sport competitions must be
played in a particular way which does not involve competing to win at all costs, but
rather emphasises the social values of playing for fun, playing fairly and “respecting
others:”
“Play a sport because you enjoy it,”
“Once you commit yourself to a sport for a season, honour that commitment
whole-heartedly,”
“Take pride in your sport and in your participation in it,”
“Respect the members in your team and treat them courteously,”
“Respect the opponents and treat them courteously,”
“Try to get to know girls from other schools,”
“Always dress in the correct uniform,”
“When captains meet before a game to toss, wish the opposing captain a good
game,”
“Never argue with the umpire,”
“Control your temper. Never abuse equipment,”
“Be gracious at all times, whether you have won or lost. Be modest in success
and, if you have been defeated, acknowledge your opponents’ performance.”
(IGSSA, 2000, p.7-8)
The emphasis on competing for fun, and not for winning, was reiterated by the
teachers. William, for example, claimed that school sport provided students with the
opportunity “to compete in an enjoyable atmosphere, where the emphasis is on
7

The code of conduct is made up of an explicit list of rules on which the young women
must draw to govern themselves and monitor their behaviour. This code of conduct was
written to reduce “misconduct by a small minority of girls and parents” (IGSSA, 2000, p.2).
Such behaviour was seen as holding the potential to “threaten” the reputation and objectives
of IGSSA.
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being competitive but it’s not on being winners at all costs” (William, Interview #1,
2001, Text Unit: 24- 25).
A major theme to emerge in the teacher interviews was the defining of school sport
as a means for developing young women who possessed necessary ‘life-skills’ to
achieve in their careers and lives. This was something particularly reiterated by
William in his talk about the purpose of school sport in the lives of his students. In
the following quotes, for example, William links the purpose of school sport to the
development of the “life skills” of leadership, problem solving, team-work, and goal
setting. As indicated in William’s answer to the question, “What characteristics
would the school want sport to foster in their students?,” he talks about sport as
being a mirror of the real world, where social and personal skills are needed to
survive. In answering this question, William anticipates a particular life for his
students. This is a life in which Bloomsbury students are expected to enter
professional careers, where ambition and initiative are understood to be necessary:
Certainly the idea of working together, of leadership, of, I suppose, setting
goals and striving for different things and again regardless of the level.
(William, Interview #2, 2002, Text Unit: 37-38)
And later in the same interview:
(sport) teaches them a little bit of perseverance, commitment, and hard work. I
guess, as well as, because it's an all girls school, there’s obviously a large push
to, or a large drive in the area of making girls realise that they can achieve the
highest levels as well, and I think a lot of the time that comes from sport, and
sport is a great place for that to start. But to build the characteristics of things
that they are going to take into their careers, into the life once they leave here,
and to have an idea of the way that things do happen in the outside world.
Again, not everything is going to fall into place easily and they might come up
against obstacles. Goal setting is particularly important, and being able to
work with people and problem solve. (William, Interview #2, 2002, Text Unit:
38)
School sport was also talked about by the teachers as a means for developing young
women who are independent and team-players. This focus seemed to reflect the
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wider school aims and priorities. In the teacher interviews, independence was
equated with “pushing boundaries” and showing “initiative:”
The way and the speed in which society is moving at the moment requires
individuals to go that little bit further. Independent thought, showing some
initiative are the things that I think sport, PDH, can certainly bring out in
people. And so we are really conscious of it, and so far it’s working well.
(William, Interview #2, 2002, Text Unit: 50).
Being a team-player was also about commitment to a team, responsibility for others,
and achieving goals with others:
…because you’re responsible not just for yourself and you learn the
responsibility to support your team, you’ll feel obliged to put every effort in
and not let team mates down. So socially it helps. In terms of making, doing
things even when it gets hard, you don’t give up if you're in a team
atmosphere; you've got people to pull you along and then you learn that “never
say die attitude” and there’s always a way out. (Terry, Interview #2, 2002,
Text Unit: 23)
Across both the teacher interviews and the IGSSA policies, sport was figured as a
means for developing a particular ‘healthy,’ young woman. In the school documents
and teacher talk the importance of developing physical health was rarely mentioned.
Only two examples could be found in the texts; firstly, when Terry referred to
school sport as a means of reducing “obesity;” and, secondly, where the IGSSA
(2000) policy associated sport with young women’s overall “physical wellbeing”
and fitness. Instead, a discursive construction that linked school sport to the
development of “well-rounded young women” emerged in the texts. For example, in
the IGGSA policy, school sport was associated with developing “well-balanced,”
‘healthy,’ young women, who were described as having “respect for their own
health and body image,” as being “self-disciplined” and as appreciating “sport,
recreation, and exercise as part of a healthy, balanced lifestyle” (IGSSA, 2000, p.6),
and as a part of a “fulfilled life” (IGSSA, 2000, p.2). The association of school sport
with the development of “well-rounded,” young women also emerged in the teacher
interview responses:

180

Gabrielle: What do you think the school sees as the purpose of school sport,
like why do they have it?
William: We have a, well, this school, in particular, has a policy of
maximum participation. It sees sport and physical activity as very
important in the overall development of the girls. That's why there
is such an emphasis placed on PE classes as well. (William,
Interview #2, 2002, Text Unit: 33-34)
And from Terry:
Since I’ve been here, sport has become more important in terms of their whole
social thing. It’s one of the things that the school says that builds a student all
round, not just academically, not just musically, but we do the pastoral care
side, and the sports side as well. (Terry, Interview #2, 2002, Text Unit: 17).
Similarly to the texts and teacher talk about the place of PDHPE in the lives of their
students, school sport was constructed as a means for developing an exceptional
young woman. This is evidenced through the use of such words as ‘independent,’
‘team-player,’ ‘well-rounded,’ ‘self-disciplined,’ ‘committed’ and ‘responsible.’ In
most ways, this exceptional, young woman is very similar to the young woman
desired by schools through the participation in games in the early 1900s (Wright,
1991a). For example, the young woman idealised in Bloomsbury’s texts is one who
is ‘gracious,’ competes for enjoyment, and who is ‘healthy.’ School sport, and PE,
thus continue to be figured through ‘middle-class’ discourses which define sport as
instrumental to the preparation of ‘middle-class,’ young women for their future
lives. Whereas during the early 1900s a future life as a wife and mother was
anticipated for the private school girl, contemporary discourses are drawn on to
define tertiary education and professional careers as part of the future life of the
‘modern,’ Bloomsbury graduate. Whilst an emphasis was placed on developing
career-savvy young women, tensions still seem to persist between sport and the
development of appropriate ‘middle-class,’ ‘feminine’ behaviour. As realised in the
IGSSA code of conduct, the young women from Bloomsbury were expected to
manage and perform an acceptable femininity, which involved pushing their
boundaries but never overstepping the boundaries of what it meant to be a ‘gracious’
and not too competitive, ‘middle-class,’ young woman.
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Similar to the young women in Walkerdine et al.’s (2001) study, the young women
from Bloomsbury were expected to ‘have it all’- that is, be successful in many
fields, prepare for ‘successful’ professional careers, and live ‘full’ and ‘productive
lives. The ‘normal’ subject of this discourse is a ‘successful,’ ‘busy,’ and bourgeois,
rational subject. This normalised subject makes available particular ways of
engaging with the self, or practices of the self, which emphasise self-management,
self-discipline, and succeeding at all costs. There is nothing subtle about the
school’s aim of developing, and inviting their students to ‘become,’ these
exceptional young women. As William’s comment suggests, it is an explicit goal
‘known,’ and worked towards, by the whole school; parents and teachers alike:
(the PDHPE staff) are very conscious of the fact that those are the skills that
we are trying to develop leadership, good sportsmanship, goal
setting…They're something that we see as being very paramount to their
involvement here, and fitting in with the ethos and the aims and policies of the
rest of the school.
(William, Interview #2, 2002, Text Unit: 46)

Sunnydale high co-educational government school
Sunnydale was a co-educational Government school located in the outer suburbs of
the same Australian city as Bloomsbury. Sunnydale was quite different in terms of
its structure, facilities, and wealth. It was also different from Bloomsbury in terms of
the discursive resources it drew on to construct its educational imperatives and the
learning needs of its students, including those related to PDHPE and school sport.
These differences reflect the different historical constructions drawn on by the
school to define the purpose of physical and health education and school sport in the
lives of its students. As described earlier in this chapter, this history of teaching PE
and sport includes the emphasis of developing self-discipline and work ethic (Kirk,
1998).
Sunnydale was built in the early 1960s, and at the time, it was considered to be a
“country school” (Sunnydale High School Website, accessed April 28th 2003). At
the time of the study, the school had recently completed large scale renovations and
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promoted this on its website as part of the attraction of attending the school. The
website stated that Sunnydale students “now have the opportunity to study in a
pleasant and comfortable environment using a range of facilities and technologies”
(Sunnydale High School Website, accessed April 28th 2003).
Physically, Sunnydale was made up of modern, one-storey, brick buildings. The
school grounds consisted of a number of open areas, outdoor basketball courts and
open playgrounds, both of which were accessible to the students during out-ofschool hours. During lunch time, these spaces were observed to be active and alive
with students playing handball and basketball, or chatting with friends. One of the
playground areas was termed by the senior students to be the “senior area.” The
lower school playgrounds opened onto a large football field. This field was out of
bounds for students during lunch and out-of-school hours. The school had recently
installed a large, metal barred fence dividing the playground from the field. The
fence ran across the length of the school and was explained, by a teacher, as having
been installed for security reasons.
The school also possessed a large gymnasium, which included an indoor basketball
court, change rooms, the physical education staff room, and a stage for performance
and indoor school assemblies. Students regularly visited the school’s physical
education staff room during their lunch breaks to chat with PE staff. During my
visits to the school I also noticed that many students would visit the library during
lunch time. The library was promoted on the website as an “essential” part of the
“planning and implementing of the teaching program.” The library offered access to
internet facilities via a number of modern computers, for both recreational and
academic purposes.
Sunnydale’s welfare policy and website drew on a different set of discursive ‘truths’
to construct the purpose and priorities of their schooling, and in doing so, anticipated
a very different kind of student from that anticipated by Bloomsbury. Both
Bloomsbury and Sunnydale’s documents advocated the importance of learning that
was independent and student-centred, and the importance of preparing their students
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for the changing “technological society.” However, Sunnydale’s website and school
welfare policy prioritised vocational learning, teaching basic skills (including
numeracy and literacy), and student welfare.
Where Bloomsbury’s documents anticipated a future in tertiary education or
professional employment for all their students, Sunnydale’s documents emphasised
preparing their students to enter the “workforce.” For example, one of the priorities
listed in Sunnydale’s welfare policy was the preparation of students “to enter the
workforce as productive members with the confidence to use current technology”
(Sunnydale High School, 2001, School Policy Handbook). In addition, Sunnydale’s
policies and documents anticipated a student who needed the basics skills of reading
and writing, and who was able to demonstrate the kind of skills required of a ‘good
worker.’ For example, the school’s policy stated that it was committed to providing
a teaching environment which developed “students’ literacy and numeracy skills and
provide(d) remedial assistance for students needing basic skills support in these
areas” (Sunnydale High School, 2001, School Policy Handbook).
In relation to forming the well-disciplined worker, the welfare policy outlined a very
detailed description of the behaviour expected of students, and the practices to
promote this. The policy’s purpose was described as being based on a principle of
“shared responsibility” between the school and parents, with the aim of achieving
“good discipline” and a “good work ethic” in students. On the website, the purpose
of the welfare system was explained as providing “guidance and support to any
student experiencing difficulties” (Sunnydale High School Website, 2003). The
welfare policy not only looked forward to a particular kind of graduate, but also,
through its emphasis on remediation and social control, anticipated a student who
was likely to be struggling academically and whose behaviour needed managing.
At the same time as anticipating ‘bad behaviour’ from students, the welfare policy
also described the nature of a ‘good’ student. A good student was seen to be
compliant, conform to the expectations and rules of the schools, well behaved, and
doing their “best.” “Behaving well” was explained in terms of respecting authority,
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wearing the school uniform appropriately, and possessing an appropriate “work
ethic.” This construction of the ‘ideal’ student was also evident in the teachers’
interview responses. For example, in the following quote, Justine explains what she
expected and wanted from a student:
Okay, um, the one thing that I ask from all the kids I teach, no matter their
background, their gender, their ability, is that they try their best and give their
best effort. Obviously they’re a lot easier to teach if they’re diligent and if
they, ah, are here because they’re motivated, and here because they want to
learn, but a lot of the time it’s not the case. (Justine Interview # One, 2001,
Text Unit: 467)
The student, both ‘ideal’ and not so ‘ideal,’ constituted in and through Sunnydale’s
documents, was very different from the exceptional subject of Bloomsbury’s
documents. Sunnydale’s policies anticipated problem students, who were likely to
behave inappropriately. They were constructed as needing to be monitored and
disciplined, and requiring basic skills and opportunities to build positive self-esteem.
Where Bloomsbury’s school documents and teachers emphasised the development
of a particular kind of young woman, as a co-education school, Sunnydale’s
documents and teachers did not specify the gender of the students they were
concerned with. In other words, the constitution of a particular ‘young woman’ did
not seem to emerge in the documents or teacher interviews. Despite this, the subject
anticipated in Sunnydale’s texts is not gender neutral. In the texts, the school instead
draws on traditional assumptions associated with ‘working-class,’ young males to
characterise its students as potentially ‘delinquent,’ and as possessing a poor workethic (McRobbie, 1991; Walkerdine, 1997). In addition, discourses, that assume that
students from a ‘working-class’ background to be disadvantaged and as coming
from ‘dysfunctional’ homes, were drawn on to construct Sunnydale’s students’ lives
and families as deficient. Such discourses worked to legitimise intervention into
these young people’s lives, including through the practices of PDHPE and school
sport.
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PDHPE at Sunnydale
At the time of this study, the school’s PDHPE staff consisted of three female and
three male teachers who were all university trained. Two of them, Justine and Steve,
were interviewed about the place and meaning of physical activity, school sport, and
health in the lives of their students. Steve and Justine were chosen because of their
substantial teaching background at Sunnydale. Both teachers had been employed at
Sunnydale for over five years. In addition to this, both teachers played important
leadership roles in the management of PDHPE and school sport, with Justine
employed as the head teacher and Steve the head school sport organiser.
In accordance with the NSW 1991 PDHPE syllabus, PE involved dance, games,
gymnastics, athletics and swimming – with the swimming and aquatic units being
taught at the local swimming pool. In practice, the practical component of the
program was predominately made up of traditional games, including cricket, netball,
basketball, volleyball, and softball. Like PE in most government schools, the dance
component was made up of traditional ballroom dancing, including Latin dance. The
PDHPE staff also offered a dance elective for year nine and ten students, which
involved them choreographing and performing a dance as a group. According to the
school’s website, “the dance elective offers students the opportunity to participate in
Dance Competitions.”
Sunnydale’s PDH program was taught separately from the physical activity
component or PE. It comprised of topics such as ‘fitness,’ ‘interpersonal and
personal relationships,’ ‘drugs,’ ‘nutrition’, and ‘sexuality.’ Sunnydale also devoted
time to teaching about “driver education and safety.” Comparisons of teacher
interviews from both schools suggest there were no great differences in the ways
they described their students as being in need of adult guidance to make informed
‘health’ decisions. For instance, like William and Terry, Justine and Steve talked
about PDH as an important subject for Sunnydale students because it taught the
skills necessary for the students to live ‘healthy’ lives and make informed ‘health’
decisions – both for now and for the future. In both cases, PDH was figured as
necessary for developing ‘healthy,’ ‘self-governing,’ young adults, and for
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preventing the occurrence of ‘life-style’ diseases, risk taking behaviour, and illhealth. The presence of moralistic and individualistic discourses associated with
health, in both schools’ texts and teacher interviews, is not so surprising, given the
dominance of these discourses in current Australian culture.
Despite these similarities, there were subtle differences in the ways the teachers, at
each school, talked about the purpose of health education. In contrast to the
emphasis placed on developing ‘well-balanced’ and ‘well-rounded,’ young women
at Bloomsbury, Sunnydale placed an emphasis on producing young people capable
of maintaining their physical health. For example, when asked to define health, both
Justine and Steve talked about the importance of exercising and eating the right
foods. In their talk, there was a particular emphasis on the importance of having the
right nutrition, which was justified in terms of their students being at a high ‘risk’ of
becoming ‘obese’ or ‘overweight.’ This high ‘risk’ to obesity was explained in terms
of the students’ ‘disadvantaged’ family backgrounds and future lives. The purpose
of PDH was thus figured as a means for ‘saving’ Sunnydale students (and even their
future children). This is exemplified in the following quote from Steve:
Gabrielle: Are there any other reasons why you might focus on nutrition?
Steve:
Well, look at the rates of obesity in Australia. It’s huge, you know,
and if you don’t start with the students or the young ones, it’s just
gonna keep going, going and going. It’s easy enough just to go
down and buy fast food and things like that, but they need to
understand that, because they will be adults one day, these students
and these kids, so if they don’t understand now that they need to
have vegetables, cooked at home, not just vegetables and Chinese
every night, “Oh I’m having the vegetables,” whatever. They need
to understand that they have to do that because one day they may
be even parents, and they may have to try and get the idea across
to the kids, because a lot of these kids are probably in a cycle now.
(Steve, Interview #2, 2002, Text Unit: 31-32)
The association between ‘dysfunctional’ families, ‘risk’ and the role of the school as
saviour, was also talked about in relation to ‘drugs’ and ‘relationships:’
Well, drugs is a big problem. Relationships, yeah. A lot of the students here, I
don’t know, not so much now, but in the early years a lot of the students
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seemed to have. It’s probably still going on but I don’t see it as much as I used
to, but a lot of the students have breakdowns with their parents and it still goes
on today. I shouldn’t say it’s not going on today but you know. Like I used to
be the first aid officer here and I’d have to ring the parents and half the time,
well not half the time, but a lot of the time the parents are over at the RSL, you
know, and this is during the day. (Steve, Interview#2, 2002, Text Unit: 24)
The students’ high ‘risk’ of becoming ‘obese’ or ‘overweight’ was also found in the
teachers’ talk about the purpose of PE and physical activity in the lives of Sunnydale
students. For example, drawing on contemporary health and fitness discourses
which are tied to the reduction of obesity and populist ‘youth’ discourses, Justine
talked about Sunnydale students as being particularly at risk from ‘obesity.’ For
example, when justifying the purpose of physical activity in the lives of Sunnydale
students, Justine stated: “There's new research out now with obesity with school age
kids and teenagers” (Justine, Interview #1, Text Unit: 147-181).
In addition, PE and physical activity was also described as a necessary ‘life-line’ for
saving potentially ‘deviant’ and ‘disadvantaged’ students. For example, in the
following quote from Justine, Sunnydale students continue to be defined as at ‘risk’
– a ‘risk’ explained in terms of social class location. Justine defines Sunnydale’s
students’ needs in terms of their ‘disadvantaged’ background. She draws on ‘expert’
information to define physical activity as a means to building “self-esteem” and
“confidence,” and thus, defines it as a means for addressing the ‘lack’ in Sunnydale
students’ lives:
I think (physical activity) is very important. I think it’s important for all kids, I
think, especially for those, um, our kids that might not have access to some
other areas of life, you know, not have a lot of money, might not have a lot of
family support, they might not have a lot of different things. It is one way that
they can boost their self-esteem and their self-confidence and also stay
reasonably healthy because we know that people in low socio-economic areas
generally are less healthy than those in the higher, so it’s a huge issue. You
know for all of those reasons, for those reasons themselves, but also for
reasons for the people around them too; and if a kid in year nine can get
involved in the local softball club and not become involved in drugs and
alcohol and smoking cigarettes and how much better off are they, and are we?
You know it’s vital and it’s something that’s there all the time for them, it’s
just whether we can get them to make the decision that that’s what they want
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to do and see that. Get them to see that it’s so important for them. (Justine,
Interview #1, 2001, Text Unit: 419-422)
In summary, whilst there are similarities in the sets of ‘truths’ that Bloomsbury and
Sunnydale drew on around young people and individualistic notions of health to
justify the place of PDHPE in the lives of their students, there are also differences. It
is through these differences that important discursive work is being done. For
example, a set of discourses around ‘at-risk,’ ‘disadvantaged,’ ‘working-class youth’
was drawn on by both Steve and Justine to construct PDHPE as a means for ‘saving’
and altering Sunnydale students’ lives. This demonstrates the ways in which
traditional notions of PE as a means of ‘saving’ the ‘working-class’ masses continue
to resonate, and through their intersection with contemporary moralistic health
discourses work to construct PDHPE as a virtuous intervention necessary for solving
society’s ills (Evans, 2003). Thus physical and health education were figured as
remedial practices necessary for avoiding failure in the lives of Sunnydale students.
The subject of this physical education discourse is a young person who is a poor
decision maker, who does not value physical activity, and who is at a high ‘risk’
from living a dangerous life in terms of inactivity, ‘poor’ eating habits, drug taking,
and delinquency. Furthermore, this ‘working-class’ subject is associated with the
‘social problems’ of dropping out of school, school failure, drug taking, crime, and
unemployment. In comparison, the anticipation of students as ‘social problems’ does
not exist in the text and teacher talk from Bloomsbury.

School sport at Sunnydale
Like school sport at Bloomsbury, and in accordance with the NSW Department of
Education and Training’s requirements, school sport at Sunnydale was organised
separately from the PDHPE program. Similarly, the ethos of school sport at
Sunnydale emphasised participation and “having a go” over competing to win.
Unlike Bloomsbury, which employed an administration clerk to organise the school
sport teams and inter-school competition, the staff at Sunnydale School were
expected to plan and manage the school sport program, and provide access for
students to participate in inter-school knock-out competitions.
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School sport was organised differently for junior students than senior students. For
the junior students, school sport was organised weekly during a double period. The
sports available included soccer, indoor soccer, volleyball, netball, cricket,
basketball, softball, indoor cricket, hockey, and tennis. These sports were conducted
within the school, and involved the students competing against each other in inschool competitions. Junior students also attended the local aquatic centre for
swimming lessons at the end of each year. Senior school sport (for grades nine to
eleven) was organised weekly on Wednesday afternoons, also during school time.
These students had the option of participating in an inter-school sport competition or
recreational activities. The competition sport available included softball, indoor
cricket, netball, oztag, touch football, softball, basketball, and soccer. The students
often travelled to other locations to compete against other local schools. The
recreational activities included roller-skating, ten-pin bowling, snooker/pool, rock
climbing, power walking, weights, and aerobics. Except for power walking, these
activities were conducted in local facilities outside the school. As well as school
sport, both junior and senior students had the opportunity to participate in knockout
sporting competitions in rugby league, soccer, cricket, basketball, golf, indoor
cricket, hockey, softball, netball and volleyball (Sunnydale High School Website,
2003). Whilst male, female and mixed teams were encouraged in most sports, school
sport was generally organised around traditional gender lines, with rugby league
generally played by young male students, and netball and softball played by young
women. During this study, some senior female students organised a rugby union
team to enter a local inter-school, knock-out competition. However, this team soon
dissolved after some of the young women left school to work and the remaining
students entered their final year of study.
At the time of this study, the human resources available to run school sport and
inter-school sport competitions at Sunnydale seemed to be limited. Both Justine and
Steve talked about the difficulty of allocating teaching staff to supervise school
sport, as well as the difficulty of recruiting the students to make up inter-school
competition teams. Whereas Bloomsbury employed a number of accredited coaches,
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the sports organiser at Sunnydale struggled to locate teachers, from within the
school, to coach and run training sessions with sporting teams. The difficulty of
having enough resources for different school sports and knockout competition
training is exemplified by Justine in the following quote:
You are grappling and finding it quite difficult to have enough staff to take the
amount of teams that you enter into things (inter-school sport competitions).
So you can't be choosy about who you have doing what. (Justine, 2nd
Interview, 2002, Text Unit: 55)
And later in the same interview:
We try to offer as many sports as we can so that there's a wide range. Some of
the hierarchy in schools would say that we can't resource it properly. So it's
always the thing of, you know, do you have enough resources to be able to do
it. (Justine, 2nd interview, 2002, Text Unit: 67)
Whereas Justine accounts for the difficulties of running school sport in terms of
accessing teachers and resources, Steve talked about the declining numbers in sport:
I just see it as a major problem with sport and I don’t know, even the kids, like
we used to have heaps of teams in different, like say, Touch, we’d have maybe
two, maybe three teams in different age groups. Now you’re really struggling
to get one team, you know, and that’s not only for grade sport, it’s like
knockout sport as well. You know, you've got to scrounge around to get
players to play in teams. (Steve, 2nd Interview, 2002, Text Unit: 62)
According to Justine, the aims of the Sunnydale’s school sport policies were
constructed to accommodate the material circumstances of many of the students’
lives. For example, one aim of Sunnydale’s school sport policy was to “provide
varied and satisfying activities for students unable to afford to leave school for
sport.” Justine explained that when organising school sport it was important to
consider the varying economic backgrounds of the students. This involved
considering “kids that didn’t have very much money at all, and kids at the other end
of the spectrum who could afford seven dollars fifty a week to go out to whatever
sport they wanted to” (Justine, Interview #2, 2002, Text Unit: 71).
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In comparison to the written detail in the Bloomsbury documents, which specified
how sport should be conducted and played, there was very little material from
Sunnydale which explicitly outlined the value of school sport and PDHPE in the
lives of its students. The teachers talked not so much about sport as an educational
end in itself, they instead spoke about its importance for instilling discipline and a
positive work ethic. For example, Justine talked about school sport as an opportunity
for students to learn how to follow rules, learn to respect others, and learn to respect
authority:
But I think generally sport itself has that, the potential to build characteristics
‘cause, you know, they’ll (the students) behave in a certain way because they
are playing the sport so that will build characteristics in them that are good.
And I suppose it’s difficult to pinpoint what they are but just that respect for
other people, you know, being able to follow rules and do those types of
things, that maybe some kids have trouble doing in other situations, you know.
But once they are on the footy field they can follow all the rules perfectly
because they know that that’s how they can continue to play. (Justine,
Interview #2, 2002, Text Unit: 59)
And later in an interview as she reflected on school sport at Sunnydale after leaving
the school:
So what sport was to Sunnydale was probably a really good thing, an
opportunity for kids to make decisions about. You know, “I want to represent
the school, I want to do this well” and also learn some things along the way
about how well they could do and how much they could contribute to different
situations. And, you know, there were always situations where kids probably
didn't act in a way that we were really happy with, but we'd always try and use
that as something that they learnt from. So you know, if a kid throws a bat
after a game or something, you take them aside and say to them “Well, that’s
not the way to respond to that,” you know, “If you do this then it will make
everyone respect you more because things don't always go your way.” So I
suppose it’s just another learning experience when you bring it down to the
bottom line. It’s just another way for the kids to learn, but in a fairly
competitive environment. (Justine, Interview #2, 2002, Text Unit: 56)
School sport and physical activity was also valued for instilling the ‘correct’ attitude
and necessary, appropriate work-ethic required for students’ future lives as
employees. For instance, Steve talked about physical activity as a means for
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teaching about the importance of persistence and working hard. In doing so, he drew
on discourses which construct ‘success’ as the outcome of individual effort, and a
discourse which assumes that ‘achieving’ can be learnt through sport and transferred
to other aspects of students’ lives:
I’ll say (to the students) “You’ve just got to keep trying and never give up,
because if you learn that, you can take that from your sport and you can use it
in life.” And I think that’s the whole, a lot of the kids here aren’t the best in
academic but if they take the idea of, you know, keep trying, keep trying, keep
trying and don’t give up, in their life, maybe in games they’ve learnt or teams
they’ve played at this school or coaches they’ve had at this school, they’ve
tried to get that into their head, then it’s something they can take from sport to
their life. They may never play sport again, but they may, as long as they take
the idea of trying their best, because that’s what I say to the kids. (Steve,
Interview #2, 2002, Text Unit: 70).
Like Bloomsbury, school sport is seen as possessing the capacity to shape how
young people are. In Sunnydale’s case, however, school sport is valued for its
capacity to produce individuals who demonstrate respect for authority, and who
obey rules. As Kirk (1998) points out in his discussion of the historical construction
of PE and school sport, these imperatives reproduce the long standing relation
between the purpose of sport and for the regulation of ‘working-class’ bodies.

Discussion
Throughout this chapter I have examined the types of individuals, or ‘somebodies,’
two specific schools anticipate their students to ‘be’ and ‘become.’ Like the schools
in the studies by Wexler (1992), Yates and McLeod (2000), McLeod (2000b) and
Walkerdine et al. (2001), Bloomsbury and Sunnydale invite their students to
‘become’ particular classed and gendered subjects. As a consequence, both schools
anticipate very different students with very different lives and futures. For example,
the sets of ‘truths’ produced in Bloomsbury’s texts anticipate a ‘high achieving,’
‘exceptional,’ ‘middle-class,’ young woman. This young woman is assumed to be
one who will enter tertiary studies and take on a professional career. In this context,
the school’s role is to prepare Bloomsbury graduates for a ‘busy,’ ‘stressful,’
‘successful’ life. To do this, Bloomsbury’s priorities are associated with providing
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their students with a supportive environment that encourages the young women to
challenge themselves, and develop a range of skills in a number of diverse extracurricula activities. In comparison, the sets of ‘truths’ reproduced in Sunnydale’s
documents anticipate a ‘disadvantaged,’ ‘working-class’ subject whose future is
uncertain, and, unless ‘trained’ and ‘educated,’ is likely to be a problem to
themselves and society. In this context, the school’s role is to produce an
environment of care focused on providing information and opportunities for students
to improve their lives and behaviour to some sort of ‘socially acceptable’ standard.
As demonstrated in this chapter, both Bloomsbury and Sunnydale’s school sport and
physical and health education policies and practices are implicated in this process of
meeting ‘particular’ students’ needs, and producing particular subjectivities. Firstly,
very different rationales, for the purpose and role of school sport, are described in
the schools’ documents and teacher interviews. These differences seem to be
contingent on the historical constructions of sport and games in government schools
as compared to private girls’ schools, and thus demonstrate that school sport
continues to be a “key site” (Kirk, 1998) through which classed and gendered
subjects and bodies are reproduced and regulated. For example, school sport in
Bloomsbury’s texts is concerned with producing a ‘healthy,’ ‘well-rounded,’
‘independent,’ young woman, who possesses the ‘life-skills’ necessary for her future
life in a professional career. By comparison, in Sunnydale’s texts and teacher
interviews, school sport is associated with disciplining students and developing an
appropriate ‘work-ethic.’
As shown in this chapter, individualistic, neo-liberal, health, and populist youth
discourses, which construct young people as ‘problems,’ were drawn on in both
Bloomsbury and Sunnydale’s documents and teacher interviews to justify the
purpose of PDHPE. Similarly, PDHPE was described as an altruistic practice
necessary for developing ‘healthy,’ ‘self-governing,’ young adults, who can make
‘informed’ health decisions and thus avoid ‘life-style’ diseases, risk taking
behaviour, and ill-health. Whilst PDHPE was configured in much the same way in
both schools’ texts, the students anticipated to be engaging with this discourse were
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figured quite differently. For example, in Sunnydale’s texts and teacher interviews, a
set of ‘truths’ and assumptions around ‘working-class’ families and individuals were
drawn on to classify Sunnydale students as ‘disadvantaged,’ and as being in a ‘highrisk’ category of lifestyle diseases, poor relationships, unemployment, and
underachievement. These students were assumed to be at ‘risk’ because their social
class location and the contexts of their lives seem to ‘inevitably’ link them to the
social problems of society. In this context, PDHPE was figured as a means for
‘saving’ Sunnydale students from themselves, and from ‘unhealthy’ and ‘risky’
lives. The PDHPE teachers configured themselves as fighting a losing battle in
which there was a constant struggle between encouraging students to make
‘informed’ ‘health’ decisions and changing their ‘risky’ lives – a process which was
seen as being constantly mitigated by the students’ ‘problematic’ families, friends
and lifestyles.
By comparison, in Bloomsbury’s PDHPE program and policies, there was no such
anticipation of ‘dysfunctional’ or ‘disadvantaged’ families or backgrounds. Instead,
an emphasis was on inviting the young women at Bloomsbury to become particular
‘well rounded,’ ‘independent, ‘responsible’ individuals. The young women were
judged to be capable of being taught to make informed health decisions and lead
‘balanced’ lives. PDHPE was thus figured as a means for preparing the young
women for demanding, busy, and possibly stressful future lives – lives which could
be ‘balanced’ through regular participation in physical activities, and where ‘risks’
were assumed to be tied to ‘middle-class’ discourses around physical activity,
femininity, and anorexia.
The large amount of funds and facilities made available to school sport and PDHPE
at Bloomsbury demonstrated the importance of school sport and the PDHPE
curriculum to achieving the wider school endeavour. Both school sport and PDHPE
were valued for contributing to the development of Bloomsbury’s students’ full
‘potential’ – a ‘potential’ which was judged to be very high. This was exemplified in
the schools hiring of the best coaches and the best specialists to teach dance and
gymnastics, and the allocation of funds and time to make available the best facilities,
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equipment, and resources to their students. By comparison, the Sunnydale teachers
talked about the lack of human, structural, and financial resources to organise and
implement school sport, and maintain its PDHPE facilities. Whilst a range of
community resources were often drawn on, the teachers talked about the difficulty in
managing the logistics involved in transporting students to community facilities, and
the difficulty of managing extra financial costs incurred on parents.
This begs the question: ‘What implications do these, varying discursive and material
resources, have on the lives and subjectivities of their students?’ To explore this
question I return to the young women’s talk and lives. This exploration does not
involve establishing ‘causal’ and ‘definitive’ links between the young women’s
subjectivities and their schooling. Instead, I draw on Foucault’s notion of
power/knowledge and the self to examine the different discursive possibilities and
constraints the schools, PDHPE and school sport contexts made available to the
young women to constitute their subjectivities, and to govern their lives. I suggest
that it is through the production of these different discursive possibilities and
constraints that the issues of social justices, schooling, and subjectivity constitution
can be explored. This involves asking what the two schools, Bloomsbury and
Sunnydale, “open up or shut down for students?” (Yates & McLeod, 2000, p.63).
This question allows for an exploration of the relationship between the lives of the
young women and the production of particular subjectivities through the schools’
“selective dissemination” (Ball, 1990a, p.3) of discursive sets of ‘truths.’
Bloomsbury made available a particular set of discursive resources for the young
women to constitute themselves as particular ‘normal’ subjects. This ‘normal’
subject is an ‘exceptional,’ ‘well-rounded,’ young woman. In thinking about the
young women from Bloomsbury’s post-school educational trajectories and their
subjectivities, in relation to health and physical activity, it seems that most of the
young women constituted themselves as ‘normal’ subjects within the practices of
their schooling. For example, all the young women from Bloomsbury, in the study,
left school and entered tertiary studies. Four of the young women went straight into
their university courses after school, and three of the young women entered
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university after taking a year off from study to work and travel. Furthermore, the
young women entered a range of historically defined ‘masculine’ university degrees,
including, engineering, physiotherapy, and economics. It seems that the anticipation
of an ‘exceptional,’ ‘high-achieving,’ young woman, who is prepared for university
and professional employment, may provide Bloomsbury students with the discursive
resources to construct themselves in a way that allows them to enter, what are
considered to be, traditionally privileged, educational trajectories in Western culture.
At the same time, however, the production of this ‘high achieving,’ ‘middle-class,’
femininity could be perceived as producing highly structured lives in which there is
no other option. As Walkerdine et al. (2001) point out, the production of this
‘middle-class’ femininity results in young women following “straitjacketed career
trajectories” in which it is impossible to “fantasize any futures other than university
and professional careers” (p.357). Whilst, at the time of the final interview, the
young women from Bloomsbury seemed to be entering what would seem like
“straitjacketed career trajectories” (Walkerdine et al., 2001, p.357), further research
is required to explore how these young women manage their lives in relation to this,
and on examining the sets of resources they draw on to do this.
As demonstrated in Chapter Five, the young women’s talk, about the place and
purpose of physical activity in their lives, is in ways congruent with many of the
meanings reproduced by their schooling. For example, in addition to the popular
notions of health and physical activity, they talked about a notion of physical
activity as part of a ‘good’ and ‘productive’ life. This notion of physical activity was
also espoused by their teachers, and reproduced in Bloomsbury’s PDHPE and
school sport documents. The school’s meanings were also reflected in the young
women’s talk about physical activity in relation to ‘middle-class,’ social values of
team-work and competition. Furthermore, the notion of physical activity as a means
for developing independence, responsibility, and initiative was also present in some
of the young women’s talk from Bloomsbury. For example, these values are
summarized in the following quote from Faye. Here she describes what she
perceives to be the advantages for participating in hiking as a part of the Duke of
Edinburgh scheme, an award which is very much valued by her school:
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There are a lot of advantages. Just like common sense in a lot of different
situations. Being able to judge what you are capable of, and what everyone
else is capable of, and also taking responsibility for yourself. I mean you
become a lot more independent. I think you learned how to make your own
decisions; and you are more ready to just go out there and maybe take a risk,
or just go out there and do something more on intuition, rather than thinking
about things too much. (Faye Yr12 Catch-up Interview, 2001, Text Unit: 86)
The production of this exceptional, ‘healthy,’ young woman as the ‘norm’ holds
consequences for the modes of relating to the self made available to the young
women to examine and govern their lives. This ‘middle-class’ idea of femininity
privileges a particular type of subject which is tied to a neo-liberal, ‘bourgeois’
subject. As discussed in Chapter Five, according to Lupton (1999) and Walkerdine
et al. (2001), this subject must be self-reliant, responsible, self motivated, and must
be able to manage her time between multiple tasks. This type of life and subject,
according to Walkerdine et al. (2001), seems to be privileged and valued in Western
society. It seems that some of the young women from Bloomsbury drew on the
construction of the ‘exceptional,’ ‘bourgeois’ subject as the ‘norm’ to constitute
their subjectivities and govern their lives, and in doing so, accessed what would
seem privileged educational spaces and opportunities for financial gain.
At the same time, however, this does not mean that the young women from
Bloomsbury’s lives are problem free or inherently ‘privileged.’ As discussed earlier,
the notion of the ‘bourgeois,’ ‘middle-class’ subject is also associated with a highly
structured life in which academic achievement and professional employment are
paramount. In addition, the normalised construction of this ‘super-girl,’ ‘highachieving,’ young woman had consequences for the production of guilt and selfdeprecation. Tomiko, for example, consistently engaged with discourses around
success and achievement to position herself as a ‘bad-subject’ of the discourse. She
talked about feeling guilty and ashamed of not doing, and being, all she could be.
This guilt and anxiety are described by Walkerdine et al. (2001) as one of the ‘byproducts’ of the positioning of the exceptional ‘middle-class,’ young woman as the
norm.
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A quite different individual to the ‘exceptional’ young woman constructed as the
‘norm’ at Bloomsbury was anticipated in the texts from Sunnydale. Unlike the
young women from Bloomsbury, the discursive meanings of health and physical
activity, on which the young women from Sunnydale drew, did not entirely match
up with those produced by their school. For example, talk about physical activity as
a means for developing discipline, the ability to follow rules, or an appropriate work
ethic could not be found in the young women’s interviews. Instead, as discussed in
Chapter Five, these young women’s definitions seemed primarily to be based on
popular notions of health, fitness and physical activity, where health and physical
activity were tied to individual effort and the production of a particular body-shape
and weight.
One consequence, for the constant positioning as deviant and disadvantaged, was the
high level of physical intervention and regulation of Sunnydale students. Sunnydale
students were regulated by the physical implementation of strict rules around where
they should and shouldn’t be, and what they could and couldn’t do. The physical
regulation of Sunnydale’s students was especially evidence by the structure of the
school grounds which was surrounded by tall fences. This form of social regulation
is very different to the notions of internal self-regulation and self-discipline, which
was emphasised and practised at Bloomsbury.
Furthermore, in comparison to the ‘university trajectory’ taken up by the young
women from Bloomsbury, the young women from Sunnydale reported very different
post-school educational and working trajectories. All of the young women aspired to
enter some form of tertiary study, however, this changed with the realities of year
twelve and their final exam results. Despite their aspirations, of the cohort from
Sunnydale, Chrissie was the only young woman to attend university straight after
school, and Eve was the only young woman to enter TAFE to study the course of
her choice - graphic design. The other young women found themselves in a range of
mixed employment and short-term educational courses. Karen, for example, worked
full-time in a pharmacy, and Angela worked part-time at her parent’s supermarket.
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In comparison to the post-school ‘university trajectories’ experienced by the young
women from Bloomsbury, the future careers of the young women from Sunnydale
seemed to be far less certain. At the same time, however, like the young people
discussed by Wyn and Dewar (1999), these young women seemed to be forced to be
flexible in creating employment opportunities for themselves by entering a
combination of part-time work and study.
Foucault’s notion of the self, as constituted through power/knowledge regimes, has
allowed for an examination of schools, and more specifically, physical and health
education and school sport, as implicated in the production of classed and gendered
subjectivities. The production of these subjectivities holds consequences for the
ways in which the young women constitute themselves as ‘normal’ subjects, and
come to govern their lives. These consequences are by no means linear or
predictable, nor can they be understood through a simplistic privileged/
disadvantaged binary. Given, however, the very different discursive possibilities and
ways of being made available to the young women, this chapter has demonstrated
how school sport and physical and health education continue to be implicated in the
production of particular ‘life-chances’ and ways of engaging with the self, which
hold consequences for students’ futures and lives.
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___________________________________________________________________

CHAPTER 7
CONCLUSIONS AND DIRECTIONS

___________________________________________________________________

Introduction
The main task of this thesis has been to examine the ways that fourteen young
women constituted their subjectivities in relation to physical activity and health.
This has involved, not only exposing the cultural resources available to the young
women, but also examining the complex ways they engaged with these discourses to
constitute their subjectivities. This task required a specific set of Foucauldian
understandings of the self and power/knowledge, and a particular understanding of
the body and corporeality. Foucault’s notion of the ‘technologies of the self’ has
been particularly useful in allowing for a configuration of the young women as
‘actively’ involved in their self-formation. I argue that such an approach to
examining young women’s subjectivity constitution has provided an alternative way
of understanding young women, and their engagement with meanings and practices
associated with health and physical activity. This alternative understanding is
especially useful to individuals working with young women, including physical and
health educators. It also extends critical understanding of the relationship between
the self, health, physical activity, and schooling.
This study has contributed to the development of an understanding of the discursive
and material constraints and possibilities that influence the ways young women
construct the place and meaning of health and physical activity in their lives. In
thinking about these constraints and possibilities, three main themes emerged.
Firstly, the young women’s meanings of health and physical activity were regulated
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by the intersections of dominant health, physical activity, and femininity discourses
that, in turn, became informative of the ways the young women engaged with their
bodies and selves. Secondly, the specificity of the young women’s lives, and their
own engagement with the discourses, influenced how the discourses manifested in
their daily lives and constitution of selves. Finally, the young women’s schools
(through school sport and physical and health education) made available a particular
set of cultural resources, which were implicated in the production of particular
gendered and classed subjectivities.

Dominant health, physical activity, and femininity discourses
As discussed in both Chapters Four and Five, dominant health, physical activity, and
femininity discourses intersected to shape the discursive possibilities and constraints
in, and through, which the young women constituted their subjectivities and
regulated their participation in physical activity. These discourses held
consequences for how the young women came to engage with their bodies, and form
particular relationships with themselves.
Firstly, dominant moralistic and individualistic notions of health, including
healthism discourses that define health in terms of an individual’s responsibility,
were informative of the ways the young women constructed their meanings of health
and physical activity. In the young women’s talk, self-responsibility for health was
particularly talked about in terms of managing their diets and physical activity
participation. Through such a notion, it was assumed that their health could be
maintained, and improved, if they monitored what, and how much, they ate, and if
they regularly participated in exercise, with their body-shape and weight ultimately
demonstrating their ‘ability’ to manage their investment into these ‘health’ practices.
These discourses thus produced an engagement with the self, based on selfmonitoring, self-regulation, and self-surveillance practices. Tied to this relation to
the self was the production of guilt, self-dissatisfaction, and anxiety.
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The most obvious intersection of health and femininity discourses, which emerged
in young women’s talk, was the linking of health to a ‘slim,’ ‘toned’ body. This
intersection was evident across all the young women’s interviews in this study. That
is, all the young women, at least once, talked about health and physical activity in
relation to losing weight, changing their body shape, and in relation to their
appearance. From a post-structural, feminist perspective, the young women’s
responses are indicative of how traditional constructions of femininity continue to be
reproduced in relation to dominant meanings of health, which define women in
relation to the body, positioning them as ornamental objects, and as objects of
beauty (Bartky, 1988; Bordo, 1989; 1993). The normalised and idealised, feminine
subject of the dominant health discourse is characterised as an individual who is
‘slim,’ ‘toned,’ and ‘fat’ free.
To explain why traditional characterisations of the feminine body are problematic,
some writers draw on psychological discourse that warn of the dangers of the
extremes of anorexia and bulimia. There is little doubt that these extremes are of
considerable concern; however, from a post-structural, feminist perspective,
concerns also lie with examining the possibilities that dominant health and
femininity discourses make available for young women to judge their sense of selfworth, and to engage with their bodies through self-monitoring and self-altering
practices. For instance, as Harrison (1995) argues in her discussion of weight
maintenance practices, such discourses set up an “antagonistic relationship” (p.246)
with the body. She argues that whilst the “extremes cases” of anorexia and bulimia
“deserve attention:”
(W)hat is more frightening is the antagonistic relationship that women in
general have to their bodies; an antagonism largely hidden by normalising
practices. Here again women’s bodies are constructed for and by them as
unruly, in need of constant attention to keep them in control… Outward
appearance has long been seen as an important indicator of the type of person
you are. However in the Western contemporary context it is the scale of the
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body remodelling in all of its various guises and its construction as a ‘normal’
part of (a women’s) life that becomes both frightening and dangerous. (p.246)
In addition, femininity and health discourses, which normalise a particular weight
and body-shape as the ‘ideal’ and ‘desired,’ emphasise a particular relationship to
the self “that is constructed primarily in terms of a lack” (Harrison, 1995, p.248).
Like Harrison (1995), it is the promotion of this relationship with the self that I
perceive as ‘dangerous.’ This relation with the self is premised on the notion that
young women’s bodies are problems needing to be altered and ‘moulded’ into an
often unattainable and unrealistic culturally constructed ‘ideal.’ As a result, these
discourses set up an engagement with the body, which can lead to the development
of a constant feeling of not measuring up, and an engagement with the body as an
object to be worked on, and changed. These feelings of not measuring up and
working on the body emerged in all of the young women’s talk, and was particularly
exemplified in Karen’s talk about health.
Furthermore, individualistic notions of health also promoted an engagement in
physical activity out of a sense of duty to be, or become, ‘healthy,’ and to avoid the
“uncertainty associated with the risks of disease” (Fullagar, 2001, p.79). The
imperative to participate in physical activity out of a moral duty to be ‘healthy’ was
particularly evident in the young women’s talk about missing out on physical
activity. For instance, whilst the young women talked about a range of pleasures
related to their physical activity experiences, including pleasures of having fun with
friends and socialising, when asked about how they felt when they missed out on
participating in physical activity, they talked about feeling guilty and ‘bad.’ Tied up
with this guilt was a sense of panic and shame that they had not lived up to their
moral duty to maintain their health and fitness.
In addition to producing a particular engagement with the self and embodied
engagements in physical activity, dominant constructions of femininity, and
individualistic notions of health silenced other ways of engaging in physical activity,
including ways that refute dominant health notions, and “value a relation to the body
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based on an ethics of attentiveness, of affectivity of care, and even of pleasure”
(Fullagar, 2003, p.57). As Fullagar (2001) argues:
By positioning the body as an object to be pushed harder, scrutinized more
closely and worked upon with the objective of improving health, these
discourses work to suppress a phenomenological knowledge of the body that
can be produced through active leisure. The body remains fixed as an object of
health, rather than being opened up to other experiences of physicality through
leisure that may produce a different knowledge relation to the self. (p.82)
As well as providing a pervasive resource for the young women to engage with their
bodies, traditional notions of femininity shaped and influenced the young women’s
physical activity participation. As discussed in Chapter Five, the young women’s
‘choices’ to participate in particular physical activities were constrained by
traditional gendered parameters. For instance, like the young women in other studies
(Wright, 1991a; Flintoff & Scraton, 2001), the young women in this study were
involved in activities traditionally characterised as ‘feminine’ (Hargreaves, 1994;
Hall, 1996). Their ‘choices’ to participate in traditionally ‘feminine’ activities were
partly constrained by the range of activities made available through their schooling.
This, in turn, demonstrates the ways traditional notions of femininity continue to be
reproduced in school contexts to define the parameters in, and through, which young
women are expected to participate in physical activity. These traditional notions
were powerful, even despite the economic privilege of the elite school, which
allowed for opportunities and ‘choice’ in a range of physical activities.
Finally, the young women’s talk illuminates the ways embodied engagements in
physical activity are formed in relation to traditional feminine subjectivities. This
reflects Hargreave’s (1994) statement about the power of gendered discourses, as
realised through sporting contexts, to constitute a “material force which permeates
experiences” (p.172). For example, only two young women, Kim and Felicia, talked
about enjoying the physicality of strength and aggression experienced during their
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physical activity participation. Despite this engagement, these corporeal experiences
of physicality were juxtaposed with the risks of being positioned as non-feminine.
Clearly, this post-structural analysis confirms that young women, and women in
general, continue to live, constitute themselves, and engage with their bodies within
the parameters defined by traditional notions of femininity (Bartky, 1988; Bordo,
1989). These notions intersect with dominant, individualistic, and moralistic notions
of health and physical activity to provide, what are commonly defined by feminist
and critical health researchers as, a ‘dangerous’ set of resources for young women to
constitute their subjectivities. At the same time, however, these discourses were
taken up and realised in different ways by the young women. That is, whilst these
discourses are perceived to be ‘dangerous,’ their effects are not totalising and
predictable. If the effects of these discourses are considered as merely ‘dangerous,’
we could fail to grasp the complex ways they are taken up in the lives of different
individuals. Thus, conceptualising these discourses as complex, that is, appreciating
their unpredicitability, and that they are not always totalising, holds possibilities for
developing a more nuanced understanding of how they have such different effects
for different individuals. It could also provide a more detailed approach to
examining how these discourses are ‘dangerous’ for individuals in different ways.

Young women’s complex engagement with health and femininity discourses
As described above, whilst dominant notions of femininity and health provided a
pervasive resource on which the young women drew to constitute their
subjectivities, there was diversity in the ways they engaged with these discourses.
To explore these subtle differences and complexities, Foucault’s conceptualisation
of the ‘technologies of the self’ was particularly useful. As discussed in Chapter
Four, this notion was beneficial for conceptualising the ‘strategic’ ways the young
women came to take up particular positions, in relation to health and physical
activity discourses. From this perspective, the young women were conceptualised as
being ‘actively’ involved in engaging with health, femininity and physical activity
discourses to constitute their subjectivities. This was a process which was ongoing,

206

involved constant ‘work’ and was tied to the type of ‘normalised,’ young woman
that the young women aspired to ‘become.’ For example, an examination of the
complex ways Karen engaged with dominant health and femininity discourses
revealed that, despite her taking a compliant position in relation to the discourses,
she still had to invest in ‘self-work.’ In other words, she drew on a range of
strategies to manage her compliant position in relation to the discourses. For
instance, she ‘worked’ constantly to challenge her family’s and boyfriend’s opinions
of her eating practices, and to classify other people’s diets and physical activity
participation in relation to her own. Part of her work also involved her vigilant
investment in her ‘health’ practices to maintain her body-shape and weight. From a
critical health and feminist perspective, Karen would be defined as engaging with
discourses around health, femininity, and the body in a ‘dangerous’ way. From her
perspective, however, these ‘dangers’ are irrelevant to her desires to maintain her
weight and body shape to be, and become, a culturally ‘desirable,’ ‘slim,’ young
woman.
In contrast to this, an analysis of Kim’s interviews has revealed a different
engagement with health and femininity discourses. Kim’s engagement with the
discourses was mediated by the production of her self as a particular ‘mature,’
‘middle class,’ young woman valued by her schooling. Her self-work was tied to the
production of herself as a young woman who was ‘beyond’ traditional notions of
femininity, as tied to the body. In the interviews, she worked to avoid implying an
investment into weight maintenance practices for beauty, and to achieve a cultural
‘ideal.’ To do this, Kim drew on scientific discourses around fitness and BMI. She
also positioned other young women, who participate in weight maintenance
practices for beauty, as cultural dupes.
By comparison, Chrissie’s talk demonstrates her constant struggle between taking
up an invested position in, or a critical position of, dominant health and femininity
discourses. In taking a critical perspective, Chrissie seemed to characterise the
‘ideal’ subject espoused by critical, feminist discourses. However, examining the
complex ways she engaged with the discourses revealed that such a position did not
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offer her any comfort, and, conversely, led to her feeling angry and frustrated. In her
talk, she seemed unsure of what position to take, and how to manage herself in
relation to dominant health and femininity discourses. Her strategic engagement
with these discourses involved her constantly struggling to, on the one hand, manage
her ‘desires’ to be thin, and, on the other hand, manage her body shape and weight
in an ‘appropriate’ manner to fit the normalised feminine, ‘slim,’ ‘ideal’ valued in
Western society.
The conceptualisation of subjectivity constitution, as an ongoing and complex
process, highlights that opportunities, to both disrupt and confirm subject position in
discourse, exist. In other words, with subjectivities understood as never being
complete, opportunities are continuously made available to challenge individuals’
positions in discourse, and to, therefore, make available critical positions. This thus
points to the need for critical health and feminist researchers to move beyond
generalising the effects of ‘dangerous’ discourses on the lives and subjectivities of
young women (and all of our lives). Furthermore, the conceptualisation of the young
women’s subjectivities, as incomplete, points to the need for future research into
these young women’s lives. That is, as the young women move through their future
lives, and as they take on a range of positions as ‘older women’ for example, and
possibly as ‘mothers,’ and/or ‘career women,’ their engagement with health and
physical activity discourses will shift and change. To examine this, further
interviews with the cohort of the young women in this study have been planned.
In addition to understanding the diverse ways the young women manage their
positions in relation to health, physical activity, and femininity discourses,
Foucault’s notion of the ‘technologies of the self’ also provided a resource for
understanding why the young women came to take up particular positions. Firstly,
the process of ‘taking up’ positions seemed to be contingent on the specificity of the
young women’s lives, and their desires to ‘become’ particular young women.
Secondly, it was also influenced by the constitution of particular cultural returns and
rewards for investing in dominant health and femininity discourses, which were tied
to the body. As discussed in Chapter Four, these returns emerge in the pleasures
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associated with working on the body to attain the ‘healthy,’ ‘slim’ body. Conversely,
the power of dominant health and femininity discourses emerged in the production
of deeply felt, culturally embedded feelings of abjection, disgust, and anxiety
towards fat and weight gain.
This points to the importance, for those concerned with teaching a critical
perspective in physical and health education, to not ignore the ways the constitution
of young women’s (and all our) subjectivities are inseparable from, and tied to, the
production of their desires and pleasures. Thus teaching a critical perspective
requires more than just critically examining the media’s role in producing and
normalising traditional femininities in relation to the body. It requires an exploration
and recognition of the ways in which young women’s pleasures and desires are
constituted through discourse. This is an approach that Misson and Morgan (2000),
and Janks (2001) argue for educators to adopt, in relation to the implementation of
critical literacy in schools. In terms of developing critical perspectives in the area of
physical and health education, young women (and young men) must be given the
opportunity to examine how their pleasures and desires, in relation to their health,
femininity (and masculinity), and the body, are constituted. Part of this involves
examining notions of femininity (and masculinity), health, and physical activity as
social and cultural constructions that not only make available possibilities, but also
hold consequences for the ways individuals engage with their bodies, and regulate
their lives.
Furthermore, Foucault’s notion of the ‘technologies of the self’ also provided a
means for examining the multiple positions the young women took up, in relation to
dominant health discourses, including critical positions. However, whilst some of
the young women took up critical positions in relation to dominant health and
femininity discourses, this position did not seem to be salient to their lives and, in
Chrissie’s case, did not always seem to offer a space for comfort, and was, instead,
associated with the development of frustration and anger. To avoid the development
of such adversities, it may seem appropriate to avoid teaching young women to be
critical of the dominant femininity discourse. Importantly, whilst this may seem to
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be the case, as demonstrated in this thesis, we cannot predict how young women will
engage with critical perspectives. Furthermore, from a post-structural position, it can
be argued that providing as many discursive resources as possible for individuals to
constitute their subjectivities contributes to opening up the ways of being and ways
of thinking available to them – including, from Fullagar’s (2003) perspective,
possibilities for thinking and engaging with the self that are “otherwise.” At the
same time, however, further investigation is required into examining how cultural
returns and rewards, for investing in a critical position, can be developed.
Finally, the close analysis of the young women’s subjectivity constitution revealed
that the young women from Bloomsbury drew on a different set of meanings around
health and physical activity as compared to the young women from Sunnydale. To
develop an understanding of this difference I turned to the young women’s schools,
examining them as sites of subjectivity constitution in, and through, which particular
discursive possibilities were made available for the young women to constitute their
subjectivities. The schools were thus conceptualised as making available particular
meanings of health and physical activity that had constitutive effects, and in
particular, provided possibilities for the young women to think about their health
and physical activity participation, and to regulate their lives and futures in gendered
and class-specific ways.

The school setting
The schools involved in this study were selected because of their different economic
positions, historical contexts, and social locations. The purpose of this selection was
to examine the ways different schools, and in particular, their health and physical
activity and school sport practices, constrained and facilitated the young women’s
physical activity participation, their constructions of health and physical activity,
and their constitution of themselves, their futures, and their lives. Clearly, as
discussed in Chapter Six, very different financial and discursive resources were
drawn on by the schools to delimit the ways physical and health education, and
school sport, were practised and legitimised. This had constitutive effects, shaping

210

the classed and gendered ‘somebodies’ (Wexler, 1992) the schools invited the young
women to ‘become.’
In terms of making available particular feminine subjectivities, as discussed earlier,
both schools made available a particular range of physical activities confined to
traditional gender lines. In this way, the schools helped shape the parameters in
which the young women could engage in physical activity. While the schools
reproduced traditional femininities in relation to the types of activities they made
available, very different young women, with different needs, futures, and lives, were
anticipated. These differences were mainly formed in relation to classed discourses
which characterise ‘middle-class’ lives as ‘busy,’ ‘successful,’ and the ‘idealised’
‘norm,’ and ‘working-class’ lives as ‘deficient,’ ‘problematic,’ and in need of
improving.
To ‘cater’ for these different student needs and lives, both school sport, and physical
and health education, were constructed differently by each school, as needing to do
very different ‘work.’ School sport, for example, was legitimised at Sunnydale as a
means for disciplining potentially delinquent, ‘working-class’ students, and for
developing an appropriate ‘work–ethic.’ By comparison, school sport at Bloomsbury
was a highly valued practice necessary for achieving the wider school’s endeavours
of developing ‘healthy,’ ‘well-rounded,’ ‘independent,’ young women prepared for
stressful and busy lives in tertiary studies and professional careers. The role of
school sport in producing these particular women was evidenced in the large amount
of financial and material resources allocated towards making available the possible
best school sport facilities and coaches. Furthermore, the fundamental role of school
sport, in achieving Bloomsbury’s aims, was demonstrated by the abundance of
discursive resources produced to define the manner in which school sport should be
played, and also to define the benefit of school sport in the lives of its students.
PDHPE was also figured as a practice necessary for ‘enhancing’ the lives of both
Bloomsbury’s and Sunnydale’s students. At both the schools, the purpose of PDHPE
was configured as a practice necessary for developing ‘healthy,’ ‘self-governing,’
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young adults who can make informed health decisions and manage their risk taking
behaviour. However, as discussed in Chapter Six, whilst this similar configuration
was drawn on in both schools, the type of students anticipated to engage with the
curriculum were very different, and were assumed as having very different lives,
needs, and futures. For example, in Bloomsbury’s policies and teacher interviews,
an emphasis was placed on developing ‘independent,’ ‘well-rounded,’ and
‘responsible,’ young women. PDHPE was thus constructed as a means for
developing particular ‘exceptional,’ ‘middle-class,’ young women who were
expected to lead ‘successful’ lives. In comparison, Sunnydale students, and their
lives, were anticipated to be ‘dysfunctional’ and ‘disadvantaged.’ Sunnydale
students were also anticipated to be particularly ‘at-risk’ from obesity, antisocial
behaviour, and the lack of ‘functional’ relationships. The purpose of PDHPE was
thus configured as a means for ‘saving’ and ‘rescuing’ Sunnydale students from
themselves, their ‘problematic’ families, and their ‘risky’ lives. PDHPE was seen as
making available opportunities for necessary ‘remedial work’ that could work
towards ‘making a difference’ in these ‘problematic’ students’ lives.
The schools’ dissemination of health and physical activity discourses, in relation to
particular classed and gendered discourses, thus points to the need for critical health
writers and researchers to move beyond the taken-for-granted assumption that
populist notions of health and physical activity are drawn on in the same manner
across all schools. This involves examining the different ways schools draw on
dominant health discourses, and how this process is tied to the constitution of
different class and gender specific subjectivities. In doing so, a greater
understanding of the role of physical and health education, in shaping the
‘somebodies’ young women (and young men) are invited to ‘become,’ and in
shaping young women’s (and young men’s) futures and lives, could be established.
As discussed in Chapter Six, the production of classed subjectivities had far
reaching constitutive effects that were implicated in shaping the ways the young
women came to construct themselves as ‘normal’ subjects. Furthermore, the
production of these subjectivities held consequences for the young women’s futures
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and post-school educational trajectories. At the same time, however, the effects of
these discourses were not totalising or linear. For example, whilst the young women
from Bloomsbury seemed to draw on the ‘exceptional,’ ‘middle-class,’ ‘feminine,’
subject to constitute their subjectivities, and govern their lives, this did not mean that
their lives were, or will be, ‘inherently’ problem-free. Similarly, whilst the young
women from Sunnydale’s post-school educational trajectories seemed to be less
certain to the young women’s from Bloomsbury, these young women managed a
range of creative employment opportunities involving both part-time work and
study.

Conclusion
This thesis has demonstrated the complex ways young women’s subjectivities of
health and physical activity are formed in relation to the cultural and social contexts
in which they live. It has highlighted the importance of moving beyond ‘simplistic’
understandings of young women as either physically active or inactive, or healthy or
unhealthy, to examine how young women’s ‘choices,’ ‘decisions,’ and meanings of
physical activity and health are culturally constituted. It has thus contributed to
understanding the complex ways young women come to make ‘decisions’ in relation
to health and physical activity – a process that is not exclusively internal to young
women. Instead, the young women’s subjectivity constitutions is conceptualised as
being constrained and made possible by the discursive resources available to them.
This thesis has also highlighted that physical and health education settings are
implicated in the production of particular discursive possibilities. These discursive
possibilities predominately reproduce ways of engaging with the self which are
‘dangerous,’ reproduce an engagement with the body as a machine (Wright, 2000;
Fullagar, 2001) and which are implicated in the production of guilt and selfdissatisfaction (Fullagar, 2001; 2003). Furthermore, this study has shown how
physical and health education settings are also implicated in the production of
classed and gendered subjectivities.
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It is thus an imperative for physical and health educators to recognise, and reflect
on, their role in reproducing both ‘dangerous’ relations to the self, and classed and
gendered subjectivities (Tinning, et al., 2001). Physical and health educators also
have a responsibility to work towards redefining health and physical activity by
opening up the discursive possibilities they make available to students. These
discursive possibilities need to include offering ‘equitable’ ways of being, which
challenge ‘dangerous’ relations with the self. This may involve opening up
possibilities which promote an engagement with the body based on pleasure, and
that that is beyond the “calculative logic” (Fullagar, 2003, p.57) of dominant health
discourses. Given that, from a Foucauldian perspective, all sets of ‘truths’ are
powerful and hold constitutive effects, this process will require the constant
reflection and examination of the ways individuals engage with these discourses to
define and regulate their bodies, selves, futures, and lives.
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